Exodus 16:11-26

11 The LORD spoke to Moses and said, 12 “I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them, ‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know that I am the LORD your God.’”
13 In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of dew around the camp.  14 When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness was a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground.  15 When the Israelites saw it, they said to one another, “What is it?”  For they did not know what it was.  Moses said to them, “It is the bread that the LORD has given you to eat.  16 This is what the LORD has commanded:  ‘Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an omer to a person according to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own tents.’”  17 The Israelites did so, some gathering more, some less.  18 But when they measured it with an omer, those who gathered much had nothing over, and those who gathered little had no shortage; they gathered as much as each of them needed.  19 And Moses said to them, “Let no one leave any of it over until morning.”  20 But they did not listen to Moses; some left part of it until morning, and it bred worms and became foul. And Moses was angry with them.  21 Morning by morning they gathered it, as much as each needed; but when the sun grew hot, it melted.
22 On the sixth day they gathered twice as much food, two omers apiece.  When all the leaders of the congregation came and told Moses, 23 he said to them, “This is what the LORD has commanded:  ‘Tomorrow is a day of solemn rest, a holy sabbath to the LORD; bake what you want to bake and boil what you want to boil, and all that is left over put aside to be kept until morning.’”  24 So they put it aside until morning, as Moses commanded them; and it did not become foul, and there were no worms in it.  25 Moses said, “Eat it today, for today is a sabbath to the LORD; today you will not find it in the field.  26 Six days you shall gather it; but on the seventh day, which is a sabbath, there will be none.”

John 6:1-14

1 After this Jesus went to the other side of the Sea of Galilee, also called the Sea of Tiberias.  2 A large crowd kept following him, because they saw the signs that he was doing for the sick.  3 Jesus went up the mountain and sat down there with his disciples.  4 Now the Passover, the festival of the Jews, was near.  5 When he looked up and saw a large crowd coming toward him, Jesus said to Philip, “Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?”  6 He said this to test him, for he himself knew what he was going to do.  7 Philip answered him, “Six months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little.”  8 One of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter's brother, said to him,  9 “There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so many people?”  10 Jesus said, “Make the people sit down.”  Now there was a great deal of grass in the place; so they sat down, about five thousand in all.  11 Then Jesus took the loaves, and when he had given thanks, he distributed them to those who were seated; so also the fish, as much as they wanted.  12 When they were satisfied, he told his disciples, “Gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost.”  13 So they gathered them up, and from the fragments of the five barley loaves, left by those who had eaten, they filled twelve baskets.  14 When the people saw the sign that he had done, they began to say, “This is indeed the prophet who is to come into the world.”


Cooperative Grace

Most of us are familiar with today’s Gospel lesson, so I’d like to talk about what’s not in the text, and take a look at the boy who had the five barley loaves and two fish.  The text does not tell us his name, only that he some bread and fish.  We know that his family was working poor because barley flour was the cheapest flour you could make or buy, so only the poorest people used it for bread.  The text also tells us that the Passover was near, which was in early spring.  Ancient Palestine was an agrarian society and most people in those days lived right at the subsistence level, just having enough food for one day, or if they were fortunate from one day to the next, and they went hungry many days.  If you had to survive mainly from what you could get out of the land, you would know that the spring Passover is a very busy time in the fields.
So, picture this boy in your mind’s eye early that morning, pleading with his parents to take the day off.  There was a lot of work to be done to feed the family, but he wanted to see this Jesus fellow that had been in their area for a few days, moving around, teaching and healing and even doing what some said were miracles.  Maybe he’d heard some of his friends talking about the huge crowds that were following Jesus, people coming from far and near, and he just wanted to be a part of this phenomenon.  Maybe, like many of us, he carried a secret burden in silence and wanted to be free of it.  Maybe he just wanted to play hooky.
Can’t you just hear him pleading with his parents “the whole town is going to be there …can I go pleeeeeaase?”  Maybe he’d been pestering them for days.  And can’t you just see the smile on his face after his parents, like all parent have at one time or another, finally gave in.  Maybe his dad was thinking about how much harder he would have to work that day to make up for his absent son as he said, “alright, but you’ve got a lot of chores to do tomorrow,” smiled, and reached down to tussle the young lad’s hair.  Then, not wanting her boy to go hungry, his mother packed a good lunch for him – five barley loaves and two fish – and put it in his lunch basket.  The word translated as “basket” is actually a little satchel or pouch in which the traveling Jew carried enough food for one day’s journey, no more.  No waste, but no stinginess.  His mother’s lunch wasn’t fancy, but at least it would be filling.
So, here’s this poor working boy taking a day off, probably still in his work clothes, excited to go see Jesus.  Like most excited young boys in a thick crowd, he was probably bounced back and forth as he squeezed in between people and kept working his way up to the front.  What do you think he saw on his way?  What do think he heard when he got there?  Do you think he overheard Jesus say to Phillip, “Where are we going to buy bread for these people to eat?”  Maybe he heard the hopeless sarcasm in Phillip’s voice as he replied that even eight months wages wouldn’t feed this size crowd.  
Jesus tests Philip and the boy, and us.  As I look back at my life, I see a pattern:  events that at that time are very hard to endure, later become precisely the moments that I draw great strength from.  It’s obvious that God is taking the time to “train” me in his ways because he gives me plenty of chances to test my faith.  Like any student, sometimes I need correction and sometimes I rise above my human failings.  And like Philip and the boy, this is all part of my disciple-ing, my discipline, my training as a Christian, and yours.  And it’s not just something to take us to a higher spiritual plane where we can hang out with all the other enlightened folks who’ve “made it.”  There’s an old saying that you can be so heavenly minded that you’re of no earthly good.  Philip’s mission, Jesus’ mission, our mission, the little boy’s mission is to give those hungry people some food.  
Do you think that by this time, after carrying around mom’s lunch all day, he started to feel the weight of the strap across his shoulder?  Can you see him look up at the hungry crowd, then down at his lunch, then up at the crowd again?  Can you see the sheepish look on his face as he tugs on Andrew’s tunic to get his attention, then holds up his lunch sack?  Can you see the earnest and hopeful look deep in his eyes as Andrew took the little pouch the boy’s mom had packed and gave it to Jesus?
Now imagine him bowing his head like a good little boy, as Jesus says the blessing.  And then, can you see his eyes as Jesus keeps reaching into his little lunch sack as he feeds the crowd?  Can you see his eyes get bigger and bigger and the smile on face get wider and wider as Jesus reaches into that sack over and over and over?  Can you see the crowd sitting down, rubbing and patting their bellies after they ate and were satisfied?  What amazing thoughts must have been running through that boy’s head as he saw the disciples moving through the crowd, going from person to person, group to group, collecting the leftovers, only to return with twelve baskets full?  Now, finally, can you see the look on his face after he runs all the way home and excitedly calls out, “Mom, Dad, guess what Jesus and I did?”
There are 5,000 men, plus women and obviously some children at this event, and Jesus chooses to use the gift of this poor boy, who just wants to feed hungry people.  Friends, I know that most of us don’t have much and we’re stretched pretty thin in this economy, but this world is so hungry.  When we stand at the judgment seat and make an accounting for our lives, will we be able to say to our Heavenly Father, “Guess what Jesus and I did?”
I was talking to John Blizzard about this point earlier this week and he said, “Yeah, that’s like the mouse and the elephant who crossed the bridge together.  And when the got to the other side, the mouse turns and say to the elephant, ‘Did you see how we shook that bridge?!’”
What we do with Jesus may be a little like the mouse and the elephant, but when you’re a mouse trying to tackle the world’s bridges, it’s nice to know that the elephant’s got your back.  Jesus said, “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” (Matthew 19:26)  Sure, Jesus does most of the work, but he uses us.  God uses earthly means, like a little boy, to be the vessels of his love for a hurting world.  In the Gospel lesson, Jesus is working through the boy and through the 12 disciples, like God works through water at Baptism, through bread and the fruit of the vine in Holy Communion, and through us today.  We are Jesus hands and feet.  Give him your barley loaves and fish (or your tithe), and see what happens.
There was a 13th century Italian priest named Thomas Aquinas who said that our souls cooperate with what God is already doing inside us – our free will responds to God’s initiative.  God is there first, working on us, but we also have a part to play.  That’s what I’m talking about here – cooperating with what God is doing in your soul, in your life, in this world – cooperating with God’s reign in God’s Kingdom starting here and now.
But sometimes, the world’s problems seem too big and we take a step back.  Sometimes we see the needs of this hurting world all around us and step over and around them, carefully picking our way so that we don’t come into contact with least, the last, the lonely or the lost.  We need to step into the mission of the church of Jesus Christ to help meet those needs.  Do we do what we can with what God has graciously given us?  Or do we grumble about economy; gripe about how our stuff isn’t as good as the person next to us; and groan about how little we can do.
The word “grumble” (some translations say murmur or complain) appears 7 times in the Old Testament lesson about the manna.  The word “command” or “commandment(s)” appears 4 times.  This begs the question, whether the people of God will be faithful God’s commands and instructions or not.  Can the fledgling Hebrew nation (can we) follow the simple rules God gives us, like giving a portion of income for the Lord’s work, even when it’s hard?
In Exodus and in John’s gospel (and perhaps for us), the people are in the wilderness, a lonely place without life support, a place of risk and danger.  But this is exactly where God’s steadfast love takes charge, because God is concerned about our safety and well-being, and will concretely and tangibly provide for our safety and care for us.  God is attentively gracious.  God hears our grumbling and God responds.  The manna and the feeding of the 5,000 are part of God’s ministry to the full range of human needs, which God does indeed have power over.
In that wilderness, the Hebrews in both Moses’ time and Jesus’ time don’t believe God can handle their needs.  We’re not much different.  Sure, we’ll let God handle world peace, or the people in Haiti, or pray for wisdom for our leaders.  But do we ask God to take control, not just get involved, but take control of the big stuff, like maybe our checkbook.  We’re just like the disciples – we trust Jesus to help us with the small and maybe even some medium stuff, but we think we know better when it comes to finances and other “big” things.  
I have to speak a word of truth here.  That’s idolatry.  When we say that God can have the small stuff, but we don’t trust God enough to handle the big things, that’s idolatry.  We put ourselves or our financial advisors in God’s role.  We have taken God’s territory and assigned it to ourselves or to Goldman Sachs or The Wall Street Journal.  As Christians, God is supposed to be in control of every aspect of our lives.  The good news is that in both the Old and New Testament lessons, God’s people did the same thing, and God still loved them, still fed them, still forgave them and let them be a part of what God is doing in this world.  For us people of simple faith and meager means, like the Hebrews in the wilderness or the poor little boy, when we give to God’s work, it is a chance for us to work miracles with God.
There is enough manna, enough barley loaves and fish, enough money and resources for everyone.  There may not be a surplus, but there is no shortage.  As Evelyn Underhill put it,
When all were fed, when the job was done, they gathered up twelve baskets full; one basket for each Apostle.  [As I said before, their basket was a pouch with just enough food for a day’s journey.]  God does not starve his staff; He always leaves them, if they follow his plan for them and give without reserve to His children, with enough food in hand for the day.  Give without reserve, and you will gather up enough to fill your own lunch basket.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Underhill, Evelyn, Collected Papers, p. 212, in Luke John, The Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 8, p. 559.] 


Jesus is not just the king of bread.  Jesus is the king of our hearts.  In times of genuine need, he feeds us from his self-giving love so that our stomachs and our hearts may be nourished until we are satisfied, with an abundance of leftovers.  God is in the business of extravagant generosity, giving far beyond our needs, even when all we can see is scarcity.

You should be aware that there are some biblical scholars who try to explain the feeding of the 5,000 in very human terms.  They suggest that instead of Jesus actually performing a miracle of multiplying the meager food offering, he performed a different kind of miracle.  These scholars suggest that for such a multitude of people do just wander out into the countryside without any provisions doesn’t make any sense.  They say that the people had brought some food with them, and the miracle that Jesus performs is getting them to share what they have, getting them to take a portion of what they have been keeping for themselves and give it up.  Well, the stewardship committee has looked a the giving records and I can tell you that if everybody shared just a little, we’d all have enough, and that would be a miracle.  But that’s not the kind of miracle I think is going on here in the Bible.
St. Francis of Assisi is credited with saying, “Preach the Gospel at all times….if necessary, use words.”  We are preaching the Gospel without using words when we serve in Room in the Inn, or Friendship Trays, or the men’s or women’s homeless shelter meals, or the blood drive, or any of the missions we do around here.  We are preaching the gospel when we serve on the facility management committee, or the finance committee, or the Christian education committee, or any committee that keeps this church humming along as a place that equips us to be Jesus’ disciples.
We are also preaching the gospel when we put money in the offering plate, knowing that a portion of it goes towards everything I just mentioned, towards missions in our Charlotte district, in the NC Annual Conference, in the SE Jurisdiction, and toward the mission work of the United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) in Haiti and around the world.  We preach that Gospel message with Vacation Bible School, and excellent worship experiences (my thanks go especially to the volunteers in the choir and the praise band).  We preach the Gospel message with our children’s choirs and Sunday school, with our buildings and the numerous groups that use these facilities.  But don’t take my word for it, hear the words of James 2:15-18.
If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill’, and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?  So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.  But someone will say, ‘You have faith and I have works.’  Show me your faith without works, and by my works I will show you my faith.

Our deeds, what we do and say and write checks for, shows the state of our faith.  All you have to do is have the simple faith of a child and see that the world is in need.  Give Jesus your barley loaves and fish, and see what happens.  Amen.
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