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Back in about 1902 Pablo Picasso painted La Soupe. Those of you who follow Richard Rohr online will 

recall the image accompanying his daily messages late last year. It is a painting of a woman and a young 

girl alone, in front of a wall. They appear to be standing in a street. The woman is dressed in a long, dark 

blue robe. Her dark hair is worn in a bun on top of her head. She holds a steaming bowl of soup, cupped 

in both hands. She is bent over as if bowing to the girl. She has one foot extended as if she has taken a 

step toward the girl. She is a some- what somber and mysterious presence.  

 

The girl by contrast seems more exuberant. She wears a long white dress. Her long dark hair flows 

freely down her back. Her arms are extended and her hands are upraised toward the woman. She too 

seems to have taken a step toward the woman. It is the kind of painting that sticks in your mind because 

there is a curiosity in it. It is not really clear who is the giver and who is the receiver of the soup. The 

girl looks as though she could be reaching for the bowl of soup. Ready to receive it. But she could just 

as easily be seen as having just given the bowl of soup to the woman. Likewise the woman could be 

reverently receiving the bowl of soup. Or she could be lovingly giving it to the girl.  

 

Now, I am no interpreter of art. I have no idea what Picasso might have really been saying in this work. I 

freely confess to drawing my own uniformed conclusion about it. But it seems obvious that the 

relationship between the two women is more important than the bowl of soup for which it is titled. But 

we don’t know anything about that relationship. There is no way to determine what factors are at play in 

the situation. In the end we can only know for sure that we are witnesses to an act of compassion. That 

one person with a bowl of soup is standing face-to-face with another person who needs something to eat. 

And we can assume that both giver and receiver are blessed in the act. Because that’s what Jesus teaches 

us (1).   

  

I grew up around people who were always reminding me of that. It is better to give than to receive was a 

favorite saying of my mother. To be honest, as a youngster I didn’t find it a very appealing proposition. 

Over the years I have come to understand that for my family, it embodied at least two competing 

philosophies. The obligation to share from our abundance to help those in need. And the need to avoid 

an obligation created by accepting help from someone else. The first is a noble philosophy. One that 

runs in a deep vein through all religious traditions. It is easy to rest comfortably in the nobility of being 

the giver. But, when fear of obligation is part of the equation, things change. It can set up a sort of 

counter resistance to accepting help that is needed. Contributing to unnecessary suffering. And it can 

change the relationship between the parties. From one among equals to one of superior donor and 

inferior recipient. The recipient is to be pitied. And sometimes blamed for their circumstances. This is, 

of course, not just a condition of my hillbilly relatives. It is the by-product of a society of fiercely 

independent people who put a high value on self-sufficiency. I sometimes wonder if any of us can truly 

give without knowing what it means to receive out of necessity. Does an encounter with our own need 

increase our sense of compassion for others?  
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We hear an even finer point being made by the prophet Isaiah on the nature of relationships and giving. 

He is among to he community in exile in Babylon. I say he, but it could be she. The reading is from that 

part of Isaiah, which is generally understood to not be the work of the original prophet. And women 

prophets were prevalent at this time in the history of the community. Anyway, she or she has been sent 

to speak on God’s behalf. We might paraphrase the message this way: You think you are doing what I 

ask of you. You pray the daily office. You study the scriptures to learn my ways. You fast, thinking that 

will bring me nearer to you. Or you nearer to me. And you wonder why I take no notice of your practice. 

You do know my ways. And yet your days of fasting are like any other day to you. You go about your 

business just like you do every other day. You abuse your workers and conduct your affairs with the 

same strife and contention and violence as always. For all your prayer and study and fasting you have no 

more compassion for your fellow human being. Do you think this is what I expect of you? Well, it’s not 

and I think you know it.  I expect that knowing what I desire for you will change your behavior toward 

your neighbors. And I look for evidence of that change in your efforts on their behalf. I expect you to 

speak out against injustice, to work to free the oppressed and to care for those in need. So, get out there 

and get busy. For when you do those things, your light truly will be shining in the darkness.  

 

Jesus continues that theme by telling his disciples that they need to let their light shine in the darkness. 

Given what Isaiah has had to say, the connection between our practice and our relationship to others is 

reinforced. But Jesus seems to be saying something more. Something about acting out of the essential 

sense of our being. “You are the salt of the earth” claims something elemental and essential to our 

spiritual life. “If salt loses its taste” connects that essence to action. Jesus is telling us that we need to 

discover our essence and act through that. That essence is the light which will shine in the darkness. And 

once we have found that we need to put it out for all to see. In other words, we need to act on it. And 

here’s why that’s so important right.   

 

These are worrisome times. The divisions in our country just seem to keep getting wider and wider. I 

don’t know about you, but I am emotionally worn out by it. I find myself listening to the news less and 

less. And that concerns me because of our tendency to focus on economic indicators as a measure of 

societal well-being. The stock market is at record highs and climbing ever higher. Unemployment is the 

lowest it has been in years. Jobs are plentiful. So many there aren’t enough workers to fill the demand. 

Wages, stagnate for the last generation or more, are finally trickling upward. With such news in mind it 

can be easy to wonder why there is still need among. And to go from wondering to suspicion. And 

perhaps worse. To imagine that there is simple solution to all such need. But what appears on the 

financial pages is not always the same in the places where we actually live. One only has to go out into 

the community and have a few conversations to hear a different narrative.  

 

I spoke with the Executive Director of ICA, this past week. They are seeing worrisome increases in the 

number of households being served and the number of new clients from year to year. The number of 

clients who need a third visit each month is on the rise. A small but steady increase in seniors requiring 

their assistance has been developing for the last few years. More clients who cannot come to the food 

shelf are accessing the mobile food shelf or seeking home delivery. All these additional services are 

challenging their organization’s ability to respond. Given this information it is worrisome to hear of 

plans to reduce the supplemental nutrition assistance program. Of course, this expanding demand is not 

driven by hunger alone. Housing, health care and transportation are all interconnected with the need for 

food assistance. Yes, wages are increasing, but the cost of housing is increasing far faster than wages. 

Limited access to public transportation and lack of health care insurance can be mildly problematic or 
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catastrophic. A few days of missed work because of a car repair or an illness ripples downstream. Lost 

pay and unplanned medical expenses take away from funds to pay rent and buy food. The situation 

seems to defy simple solutions. And leaves to wonder why. Why is a virtual industry of food banks and 

food shelfs struggling to keep up with demand. ICA is one of dozens in the surrounding communities 

that provide millions of pounds of food each year. It is a volunteer driven non-profit, but it operates just 

like a business with several hundred employees. And yet the demand is outstripping its capacity. Why is 

that so?   

 

To be sure these are times that call for compassionate engagement with our neighbors. But as a faith 

community we are not just called to fill gaps in societal needs. We are called to stand with our neighbor 

for sure. But also to work together with others to seek solutions beyond the immediate. To understand 

the issues that affect them. To see ourselves in our neighbors’ struggles and raise our voices on their 

behalf. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(1) Acts 20:35 


