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“Take-Out for 5,000”
Matthew 14:13-21

Sunday, August 3, 2008
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
The Olympics start this week. I always look forward to the Olympic Games. Not because I am an avid watcher. Just the opposite. I think it is a complete waste of time – sitting in front of your TV hour after hour. So I usually scoff at all these people who are planning their lives around the Olympics. What usually happens, though, is that I will sit down and watch something of it, and then I am hooked, and I end up, if not watching hour after hour, at least listening to the news, reading the paper, checking the internet to see what is going on and to see what the latest medal count is. It is a total waste of my time, to spend so much of it on what in the end seems like something so frivolous.

But that is also the reason, I think, that I look forward to the Olympics. It almost feels like a world retreat. At its end you really can’t say you accomplished much. It really isn’t productive in the way of getting a job done, in the way that industry understands productivity and accounting for one’s time. Maybe, though, just maybe in these couple of weeks we will get a break from the normal routine of the world that we can never run away from, but perhaps from which we can grab a short respite.

Maybe for a short time our thoughts can be diverted from the ridiculously long presidential campaign of which we are in the midst. We can free ourselves from the character bashing that seems to be part and parcel of any campaign these days.

And while it is hard to forget the war torn regions of the world, the desperate conditions in which so many find themselves, the inequalities between persons simply because of accident of birth, and while we shouldn’t forget the sub-human standards that so much of the worlds population finds itself in, maybe for the next couple of weeks we can saturate ourselves with the possibility of what can happen when the world stops long enough to come together.

Now, please, don’t think of me as naïve. I know the Olympics are about as political as anything we do. They serve as a backdrop that highlights some of the major issues such as human rights and pollution. But the Games can also highlight to us that we as a world can accomplish anything if we decide to put our resources and talents together.

The Olympics can serve as a retreat from our despair to experience the wholeness of possibility when we choose to come together.

Jesus needed a retreat. He needed a respite from his daily routine, especially now. His cousin and partner in revealing God to a spiritually hungry people, John the Baptist, was just murdered. It seems like a bizarre juxtaposition. Yet that is exactly how the gospel of Matthew and the gospel of Mark introduce the only miracle of Jesus that is common to all four gospels – feeding of the 5,000.

Matthew 14:1-12 describes the brutal murder of John the Baptist at the hands of Herod, albeit that he was tricked into it by his lover and brother’s wife. When the news got to Jesus, it must have been very disturbing to him, for we read at the beginning of our lesson, “Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself” (v. 13a). Completely understandable. We would probably do the same thing. You just need time to grieve. You need time to sort through all the feelings.

Unfortunately, Jesus didn’t get much time. He went out on a boat, but when he came back to shore he discovered that the crowds had followed them from the towns and he found himself inundated by a throng of followers. Now I know what I would have done. Before I even got to shore, I would have turned that boat around and headed back out – but not Jesus.

Read in light of the news concerning John’s death, I think Jesus’ reaction to the multitude is extraordinary. Even in the midst of his own grief, even when things weren’t going the way he would want them to, when he got to shore and saw the great crowd Matthew states that, “he had compassion for them and cured their sick” (v. 14). 

And you know how the story goes. The day gets late. Here they all are, 5,000 plus, a long way from home in a deserted place. It’s getting to be dinnertime. The disciples are getting a little pragmatic. What do we do with a crowd of hungry people? I don’t know, but we don’t want them around us. “Jesus, send them on their way.” Jesus simply responds, “They don’t need to go away. You give them something to eat.”

Back to the Olympics for a moment. I read that some 550,000 spectators from around the world are descending on Beijing to take in the Games. That’s not counting the seven million tickets the Chinese government has released at low cost so that its own citizens can attend the games, or the more than 11,000 athletes who will be competing, or the 16,000 journalists who will be covering the events. That’s a lot of people converging on one place, and that means that while the world might be taking a respite by watching the athletes, the organizers will be engaged in the even more challenging contest of transporting, securing, and feeding all those people. The only thing I could think of when I read those numbers is, “that’s a lot of Chinese take-out.”

While the disciples had to concern themselves with feeding an extra 5,000 plus, Beijing will be doing the same for 5 million plus.

Jesus didn’t seem overly concerned. In an almost a matter of fact way he simply said, “you feed them.” Can you imagine the reaction you might get if you went home and said to your spouse, “I brought home a few thousand friends, can you whip a little something up for us to eat?” I would imagine the disciples pretty much had the same reaction. Never mind the shock and inconvenience of no warning, where on earth are you going to find the resources to feed that many people?

But you see, Jesus knew something that the disciples didn’t, or at least, like us, almost always forgot –God always provides. Maybe another way of saying that is that Jesus always works out of faith, especially at the point where you and I usually lose ours. God has created out of an understanding of abundance. We act like there is a scarcity. We don’t believe that God is able to provide, and so we hoard. And here is the counter intuitive axiom for the person of faith – the more we hoard the poorer we become.

When I was working out my call to the ordained ministry, there were a couple of books my mother suggested I read – a couple her favorites: The Bishop’s Mantle by Agnes Turnbull, and The Man Nobody Knows by Bruce Barton. I don’t remember which, and I couldn’t find them to verify, but I remember reading in one of those two books a description of the miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 that up to that time I had never given thought to before.

The basic premise was that when people left to follow Jesus to the deserted place, they left their homes and their towns. These were not dumb people. People in that time didn’t travel distances without provisions. And even though the disciples’ argument was to dismiss the crowd so that they can go and buy their own provisions, the reality was all the disciples could see was how meager their own provisions were, and they needed to protect the little they had. But when Jesus told them to share it…

It is very likely that when the crowd saw Jesus and the disciples share the little they had, they all dipped into their provisions to share. What looks like barely enough for your own family, all of a sudden turns into food left over. Church pot lucks have been experiencing the same miracle ever since.

I do not wish to take away from anyone’s faith the miracle that God could turn five loaves and two fish into enough to feed 5,000 plus and have food left over. But the greater miracle for me is that God can actually change our hearts enough to know that when we share the little we have, neither we nor the world will go hungry – physically or spiritually. 
Jesus had the people sit down on the grass, gave thanks to God, and gave the food to his disciples. The connection with our celebration of Communion is pretty obvious. And while the crumbs that we share symbolically are not going to fill you like a full meal, it has the power to fully feed your spiritual need. You don’t have to be ashamed of what little faith you think you might have. Bring what you do have and God will fill you with faith left over.

We and the disciples are thinking scarcity. Jesus is always thinking abundance. Don’t tell me what you don’t have, show me what you do have. “Bring them here to me,” says Jesus. As Jesus is confronted by an Olympic sized crowd, he looked at a meal that was the equivalent of five dumplings and two spring rolls, and instead of a fiasco, he sees a feast.

What Jesus’ faith knew that our own faith normally forgets is that God provides. Our role is to bring what we have. Rather than scratching our heads and throwing up our hands in futility when faced with the enormity of need, Jesus invites us instead to take inventory. He doesn’t ask us for what we don’t. He simply asks, “What do we have to offer?” Bring it. It will be enough with leftovers.

I pray it be so in your life and in mind. Amen.
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