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One thing that all four writers included in their Gospels is this morning’s story about the miraculous feeding of the five thousand. It was too important to leave out-too important in the life of Jesus, too important in the life of the disciples, too important in the life of the church. In time, it became a story that early Christians told around the table when they gathered for worship. As they blessed, broke, and shared the miraculous bread of the Lord’s Supper, they remembered that other time when bread was miraculously blessed, broken, and shared, and it was as if Jesus stood among them again, laying his hands on a little so that it became enough for all. The feeding of the five thousand is a story that carries echoes of other stories, such as in the book of 2 Kings, the story of another bread miracle, in which the prophet Elisha fed a hungry men with twenty barley loaves. His disciples protested that it was not enough to set before all those people, but Elisha insisted and the Lord provided, so that everyone ate his fill and there were leftovers beside. So this morning’s story is one of in a series of bread miracles in the Bible.
The gospel reading this morning begins with a transitional statement linking this event to the sad event of the death of John (13a). 

For days, perhaps weeks, Jesus has been on the road - preaching and teaching and healing the crowds who would not leave him alone. Then on top of all this, Jesus gets word that his cousin, John the Baptist was dead, sacrificed to Herod’s strange oath to a dancing girl, beheaded to soothe Herod’s guilt. 


When he heard what had happened, he got into a boat, and set off, to be alone.  Jesus by now a well known figure. One who told marvellous stories. One who healed the sick. And so they followed. By the time Jesus landed, on the far side of the lake, he found not a quiet spot to be alone with his thoughts, but a crowd of anxious, helpless, hopeful people. And what happens next tells us so much about Jesus. Jesus looks on the crowd, and has compassion on them. His heart went out to them, and he spent the afternoon walking among them, laying his hands on them and saying the things they needed to hear. 


But as evening draws near the disciples are worried about what such a crowd would do for food. They tell Jesus he should send them away to the villages to fend for themselves and find something there. The disciples meant no harm; they were simply being practical. Night was falling, they were out in the middle of nowhere, it was time to call it a day.  But, Jesus turns to his disciples, and speaks what is either a cruel joke or lavish divine humour:  “They need not go away....you give them something to eat!    I wish I could have seen how the disciples looked at each other when he said that.  And they say, "Us? You expect us to feed five thousand people! “All we have are five little loaves of bread and two dried fish,” which is hardly a snack for twelve men, never mind five thousand. No disrespect Jesus, but you are not making sense.  

He may not have been making sense, but then again Jesus may have had a sense of the situation that went beyond the disciples’ common sense. They were after all operating out of a sense of scarcity/insufficiency. They looked at the crowd saw no picnic baskets or backpacks, and assumed that no one had anything to eat. They looked at their own small resources and assumed that it was not enough to go around their own circle, much less to feed the whole crowd. But Jesus operated out of a different set of assumptions. He looked at the same things the disciples looked at, but where they saw not enough, he saw plenty, plenty of time, plenty of energy, plenty of food, and plenty of possibilities with resources at hand. So he asked the disciples to bring their food to him, and he ordered the crowd to sit down on the grass, and he proceeded to bless the five loaves and two fishes in front of them all.

Some of the crowd must have laughed out loud, while some of them were confused and still others were embarrassed for Jesus, that he should have promised so much with so little to deliver. But I wonder if some of them were touched by the way the disciples handed over all they had and also touched by Jesus’ simple confidence that it would be enough. I wonder if they did not look at that small basket of food going around and feel the food hidden in their own pockets begin to burn holes in them. Some have seen this as a tale of magic. Jesus the dazzler suspends the laws of nature and produces enough food for a hungry crowd. But Jesus was never interested in magic stunts like that. No, it is a story of abundance, the abundance that is already there waiting for them if they will open themselves to God’s love and to each other. 


The people gathered out in that field had brought enough food for the day’s long journey, but they were doing what we all would, keeping it to themselves, holding it back for their own needs, reluctant to share what they had because there might not be enough. 


But there in the presence of Jesus, hearing him speak of a great Giver behind all of life, and seeing the disciples giving away their own small food, suddenly scarcity turned into abundance as everyone secretly began to put their own bread in the basket, reaching in as if they were taking some out and leaving  some behind instead, so that the meal grew and grew, so that  when the disciples collected  the broken pieces at the end  they stared in amazement at twelve baskets full of bread, the leftovers from a meal for five thousand that started off with five blessed and broken loaves. 


But that is not a miracle! Isn’t that what we are thinking? That is just human beings being generous, sharing what they have- even when it is not much, even when it is not enough to go around. That is not a miracle! It is a story about that extraordinary newness which bursts into the world when the gift of God in Jesus and the trustful response of human beings comes together in a kind of fusion. That newness is the change that takes place in the hearts of people on that hillside long ago, when they turn their pockets inside out for one another. They ceased to live for self, and begin to live for Jesus and for others.



We have read today the Bible's description of one of the crucial turning points in the life of Jacob as he wrestled through the night with the messenger of God by the Brook Jabbock. The probing that is contained in God's question, "What is your name?" The probing of the essence of who he is. The answer, "I am Jacob, a deceiver, a thief, a con man, a manipulator." God's answer is NO MORE. You are more than that. You will be ISRAEL-A PRINCE WHO PREVAILS WITH GOD. 


When you wrestle with God and you take him seriously, he holds up a mirror that makes you face up to what you are. This is to experience the element of conviction of sin and shortcomings. That's the essence of the call to repentance. I sorrow over what I am and what I have done. 


However, you can also come into that encounter to discover your best self. The mirror of God also shows you that God has created the self he intends for you to be. He makes it possible for you to see through the lens of God.  You see the possibilities of what you can be. He opens the world to you as he reveals his intention for you. 

The new perspective creates a new purpose. No longer wrapped up only in himself, Jacob limps away from this encounter with a new attitude that makes him relate differently to others. 

On that hillside long ago, no longer the people held on to their small hidden wrapped food but a new attitude that takes place in their hearts, when they turn their pockets inside out for one another. Never mind what they have to offer is not enough to make a difference, they share, shared and share and share and share and share. No one knows how it really happened. Your guess is as good as mine, but what Jesus has been saying to his followers on the hillside long ago, he goes on saying to us today: “They need not go away; you give them something to eat.” 

If it is a saying that strikes fears in our hearts, that makes the loaves we have seem like nothing at all, we have only to remember what he says next: “Bring them here to me.”

It's quite a challenging story.  Challenging because it puts before us a whole model of what the church and its ministry, the ministry of all its people, might be about in bringing together somehow what the world has and the transforming blessing of Jesus Christ. 

So, where is the church in the light of this story? -  between Jesus and the world. The 'between-ness' here, is being catalysts/vechiles/means. And the way that, that contact then happens, transformingly is in our own absorption of Jesus' welcome, Jesus' giving. To be in any sense between Jesus and the world, in the way this story suggests requires of us that we are, to some extent, already being changed into his likeness, taking in both his welcome and the cost of his welcome. And learning to come to the world that he loves not with all the answers in a sack on our backs but with the open hands that he requires of us.

Unless this between-ness works like that, actually we're not being fed at all, or we're not being fed by the real Jesus. Unless we are somehow willing to live in that space between absorbing deeply the welcome of Jesus and its cost reaching out to make givers of the world, unless we live there, it's not really the life of Jesus we're feeding on. Only when that whole process has come to its miraculous climax, when gifts people have are exposed to Jesus and a transfiguration happens, only then can we say they all ate and were satisfied – disciples and the rest.

Indeed the church is always in the desert, it is surrounded by a world of deep cravings, people who are lonely and poor in many different ways.Against the savage realities of human need, the church sees only small members of membership roles and even smaller ones in the mission budget. It is no wonder, then, the church joins the disciples in crying:”This is a desert. Send the crowds away to fend for themselves.” 

The church fears the running out of its resources; it fears not having enough. That seems to me to be very deeply ingrained in the life of many churches, certainly at the moment, including ours. All the churches are worried about resources, worried about finance and personnel; they are also worried about inner resources. Have we got enough, are we big enough, are we strong enough for times ahead. 

The church that is envisioned in this story is a church learning how to face its poverty; how to face its fears in the presence of Jesus. 

The disciples in St Matthew especially are wonderful characters because they say what so many of us are too ashamed to say. They say to Jesus 'you can't do that', 'that can't be done', 'surely not', 'you don't mean it', and that is why it is a gospel story – a good news story – because here as elsewhere, the disciples have that freedom to say to Jesus the unthinkable, unspeakable words of protest. 'We can't do it', 'you can't do it', and Jesus does not condemn them or shut his ears to them, he just asks them another question and gives them another task.

And when we do try to face our poverty and our sense of being out of control, our exhaustion, our unwillingness to ask; when we face those honestly it's I suppose because we are confident that in the face of Jesus we're not going to be rejected for that. He knows what we mean. And he gives us not a solution or a happy ending, but a task, 'Don't just stand there, go and look!' And sometimes, of course, that is a word the church needs to hear, 'go and see'. Alright, you've no idea how you are going to solve the problems, you've no idea where the resources are going to come from. Go and look around, go ask, go and see what the nourishing skills and imagination of the world might have.

Can we recognise the real nourishment there and then can we bring it to the miraculous presence of Jesus so that it is transfigured to be a gift for all?' Because again buried in this story is something very significant about gifts within the church and within the human race. “Bring them here to me.” 

It is a strange business being in the church of God and trying to be a disciple of Christ but then, as with the rest of this morning, I don't think I'm telling you much that you don't know already. 

Amen

