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THE IMPORTANCE OF "BREAKING BREAD" TOGETHER

By GeNE SMILLIE

African village church. I had also

prayed with the sick after the service, as

is customary when a pastor or mission-
ary from "the big city" comes out into "the
bush"” to visit these remote congregations.

Several of the local elders and I were
sitting around talking. It had been a great
service, with lots of good music and enthu-
siasm. Now, as the perspiration evaporated
from our shirts and faces, we enjoyed the
relative coolness under a great shade tree.

Our conversation was in French, as had
been my message. But bits and pieces

'had just finished preaching in the

what they were talking about.

In a moment, the first elder turned to
me and said, in French, "Pastor, brother
Jogbo here is making lunch for you. Please
stay and have dinner with him and his
family before you go home."

"Oh, that's a great idea," I responded
brightly, "I'd love to stay and fellowship
with you . . . but today isn't a good day for
me.

"I told my wife I'd be coming directly
home after our service this morning, and
she's expecting me home for dinner. I'd

of Baoul¢, the local Ashanti lan-
guage, kept floating through.

Baoule is spoken by everyone in
the village, when they aren't in
school or the marketplace or a gov-
ernment office.

Since I had only been studying
that African language for a few
months, the nationals righty
assumed that I didn't understand it
much.

| drove home through
the jungle feeling
quite smug and
pleased with myself.

A Conversation | Overheard

But, though I didn't let on, I did under-
stand a brief exchange that went back and
forth in that language between two of the
church leaders. One said to the other,
"Take this guy home with you and feed
him lunch."

To which the other reacted in some
consternation, "What? Me? What am
going to provide for him? All we've got
around the house are some grain, a few
vegetables. We have no meat. Where am I
going to get the stuff to make lunch for
this white guy wearing a tie and driving an
automobile?"

"Never mind, you figure something
out," the first elder said. "We need to
show him some hospitality; these big city
pastors don't get out here very much. We
want 'em to come back."

Or at least, that was the gist of it. I
kept a stone face during this Baoulé con-
versation and pretended to have no idea

better not stay this time. Next time I will
though, I promise!”

It Turned Out to Be a Big Mistake

It seemed to me the designated host's vis-
age brightened immediately. He looked
relieved and grateful. We continued chat-
ting in French a few more minutes and
then I rose to leave.

Everybody walked with me down to
the edge of the village where my car was
parked, and with great smiles and vigorous
hand raising they waved me off.

I drove home through the jungle feel-
ing quite smug and pleased with myself.
I'd used my scant knowledge of the
African language and customs to avoid an
embarrassing situation for a brother in
Christ. And no one was the wiser that I
had overheard the conversation in which
my provisions were being discussed.

Early the next morning, however, a

young assistant to my colleague Pastor
Pierre, the district's chief pastor, came to
our door. With uncharacteristic directness
he leapfrogged the usual complex greetings
sequence and got right to the reason why
he'd come.

"Why didn't you eat with those people
yesterday?" he asked, and the tone left no
doubt that this was an accusation, not an
inquiry.

I explained to him that I really did
have some things to do at home, and that
I'd not planned to stay there several more

hours for lunch.

And then I confided that, "I
don't think they were really expect-
ing me to stay. I had the impression
that if T did, I might be kind of
imposing on them."

He was not at all mollified.
"You should have stayed there and
eaten lunch with them," he admon-
ished me. There were no ifs ands or
buts about it.

"Go see Pastor Pierre right
now," he said.

| Learn My Lesson

Knowing I was in some sort of trouble, I
went to see my colleague. This man was
the pastor who oversaw the thirty-some
churches of that district.

Pastor Pierre was a wise old bird, a cof-
fee plantation farmer like many of his
parishioners. He knew his own culture
backwards and forwards.

I depended on him very heavily in
those, my eatly, days as a first-term mis-
sionary. He didn't have the biblical and
theological training that I did. But he had
years of experience pastoring his people in
that particular cultural context. He knew
what was expected in almost any situation.
We were a good team.

As soon as I walked up to his front
porch and saw his face, I knew he was
angry with me. The same conversation I'd
already had with his young assistant now
repeated itself.
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and in the book of Acts, there is the dis-
tinct impression that table fellowship, eat-
ing and drinking together, was a major ele-
ment in both Jesus’ earthly ministry and
the life the early church.

Table fellowship, especially between
people of different social strata, demon-
strates the reality of the New Testament
message of total equality before God.

Think of the election of deacons in
Acts 6 to resolve the issue of some of the
Hellenistic Jews being neglected at serving
time when the congregation ate together.

Consider Peter's vision of "ceremonial-
ly un-kosher animals" being offered him to
eat by God, and the subsequent reference
back to this heavenly vision when Peter
stayed in Cornelius the Gentile centurion's
house and enjoyed his hospitality for sever-
al days (Acts 10).

Then there are all the times itinerant
apostolic companies are taken in to some
household or another and provided for.
Notice how Luke always mentions this
approvingly.

At the end of Acts, recall Paul's break-
ing bread and handing it out cheerfully to

¢p RETIRED y,
‘\c o, %oy,

.

e
{d
2
4

£XPy
e %
"¢

l
Q” ls “l‘"

SERVE
AIDING IN WORLD
EVANGELIZATION
THROUGH:

*Matching Volunteers with Mission
Needs and Opportunities in the
U.S.A. and overseas

*Developing and Managing Short-
Term Missions Projects

'Workin§ with Presbyterian and
other Reformed Denominations and
Mission Agencies to Place Volunteers
in Short- and Long-Term Mission

ePartnering with the Finishers Project

PO. Box 284
Elverson, PA 19520-0284
Tel/Fax: (610) 286-1978

www.serve-intl.org

MOBILIZING RETIRED
PERSONS IN SHORT AND
LONG - TERM MISSION

weary sailors and soldiers. These were men
of several different races who hadn't eaten
in many days.

Moments before their ship goes down
in a storm, Paul gives out the encouraging
word, "Eat up, folks, and strengthen your-
selves; my God has promised me we're all
going to get through this together and sur-
vive."

Over and over throughout the Gospels
and Acts, eating together, whether
described or just implied, is the visible,
joyful emblem of the unity between the
messengers of the gospel and those who
hear it and receive it.

It would seem that we who consider
ourselves such messengers, whether long or
short-term missionaries, might learn from
the Biblical examples.

A Necessary Sign of Unity

Eating together with those to whom we
bring the gospel message is not just a man-
ifestation of our adaptability or our toler-
ance for difference. It is, in the Scriptures,
a necessary and required sign of our unity
with them, a theological proclamation.

With regard to "the Lord's supper,” of
course, the deeper significance of what is
shown in this outward activity has long
been recognized and expounded upon.

The unity between the Lord and his
people, and between one another of the
various members of his people, are
explained in varying fashions. But always it
is in relation to the simple elements of
bread and wine eaten and drunk by the
believer, together with his or her fellow
believers.

However, the many other descriptions
and allusions in the Bible to Jesus and/or
his apostles at table, enjoying food and fel-
lowship together, suggest the importance
this activity of eating together has in itself,
in the theology of the New Testament mis-
sionary community.

And it is often set in relief against the
background of criticism directed at the
Messianic community from strict religion-
ists. They criticize Jesus and his followers
for eating with unwashed hands, cating
grain plucked on the sabbath, eating with
Gentiles, eating with sinners, etc.

Once you begin to explore this theme,
it is amazing how much of the Biblical nar-
rative has to do with the matter of how,
and with whom, one should eat.

The Same Pattern In the

Time Before Christ

Look at the Old Testament through this
prism. You will see that a similar pattern
emerges as well, in the elaborate sacrifice
and holiday system prescribed by Torah.

Every few weeks throughout the calen-
dar year the people of God were to stop
and butcher some beef and have a holy
barbeque together for several days at a
time.

Particularly high moments in Israel's
spiritual history, like the dedication of
Solomon's Temple, Hezekiah's and Josiah's
reforms, etc., were marked by enormous
lavish feasts.

Where the people of God were in har-
mony with Him and with one another,
they ate joyfully together.

In the New Testament, eating together,
particularly with others of different racial
and cultural backgrounds, is repeatedly
both described and prescribed as a visible
sign of the inclusive love and grace of God
fleshed out in the Christian community.

Eating Together is Important in the
Work of Missions

Missionaries need to recognize that
eating together with the people with whom
they work is not primarily a measure of
their cultural flexibility, their personal
adaptability, or their ability to overcome
squeamishness.

Eating together is a matter of faithful-
ness to the New Testament message and to
the missionary calling.

You might have to be careful though!
In 15 years of cross-cultural ministry I put
on 50 extra pounds. You don't want to
overdo it.

"Save some for the kids" is a good
phrase to learn to say in the host language
when they're trying to put thirds on your
plate. "But this was really good! Make it
again next time I come, will you?" o

Gene Smillie currently serves, along with his
wife Susan and their three teenage boys, as a
missionary in Spain with the Christian &
Missionary Alliance. His address is: Enrique
Larreta #9-Bajo, 28036 Madrid, Spain.
The Smillies earlier served for two terms in
Ivory Coast, West Africa.
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those people?” With Pierre I confided what
I'd overheard between the two village
church elders. He was unmoved by what I
considered my sensitivity to their being
unprepared to host me.

"You don't want to eat our food?" he
suggested, glowering at me. "You think
we're dirty, or it's not good enough for
you, with your sophisticated tastes?

"Why didn't you eat with those peo-
ple? When somebody drives all the way out
there to their camp in the jungle, they
expect that that he'll at least stay a few
hours and eat with them. That he'll get to
know them a little. And not just blow into
town and shoot off his guns like a two-fist-
ed cowboy, and then leave."

At this point, having made reference to
my own ostensive "American cowboy"
background, he relaxed a little and permit-
ted himself a quick grin.

I too relaxed, knowing that having
vented and made his point, he wasn't
going to hold this against me forever. But I
got the message.

| Dig In and Eat With Delight

From that time on, every time I was invit-
ed by my African friends and parishioners
to eat with them, I did so. With gusto.

No matter whether it was charcoal-
grilled armadillo or bush rat stew with
mashed bananas and pounded yams, I dug
in with delight and enthusiasm.

And it wasn't just "because I had to." I
came to really love their food.

To this day the smell of woodsmoke
will invoke memories of savory game
caught and killed that morning. Memories
of rich sauces made from roots and herbs
and seeds and grains.

And, most of all, the memories of the
deep satisfaction expressed by all con-
cerned as we leaned back gratefully after
stuffing ourselves, and congratulate the
cooks on their delicious gift.

When my friends from the district
would introduce me to their friends who
didn't know me, they would say, "This
Blofue (white guy) loves us. And he loves
our food too!" Somehow the two seemed
inextricably intertwined in their minds.

I hear similar stories all the time from
my missionary friends from around the
world.

A love for the food chat all in common
thrive on, in a given cultural context, is

for that culture and for its members.

When international people from the
same country or culture of origin meet one
another, they invariably will soon remi-
nisce nostalgically about the food that is
particular to their culture.

Think about it, if you've ever been out-
side the US. When you meet another
North American overseas, don't you usual-
ly start to talk pretty soon about hamburg-
er fast food?

So if as an "outsider" you expect to
ever penetrate the society in which you are
endeavoring to work, you had better be
ready to eat what they eat.

"If you love our food, you must love
us” seems to be a universal canon of cul-
tural adaptation.

On the contrary, difficult as it is to
understand, some missionaries actually
bring their own food along with them
when they go to "minister” to people of
other cultures. They, even if indirectly,
separate themselves from the very people
they are supposedly there to love.

Obviously some exceptions are under-
standable. Most people in the host cultures

things we Westerners just don't like. But
the principle is pretty clear.

True Also In Bible Times

The apostle Paul addressed a similar situa-
tion in Corinth. It was one that he said
was bringing disgrace on the name of the
Lord.

Different people were bringing their
contributions to the agape supper that the
church ate in common weekly.

The members who brought rich food
and wine plunged in and consumed it
themselves before everyone had a chance to
share equally in the potluck.

The rich were apparently unwilling to
cat the simpler fare that poorer members of
the church brought as their part in the
supper.

Paul severely criticized the separation
and divisive spirit that this fostered (1
Corinthians 11), as he also did in other cir-
cumstances where table fellowship was
threatened by some parties (Peter and
Barnabas!) not being willing to eat with
other members of the Body of Christ.

In the accounts of Luke in his gospel
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