The Eighth Sunday after Pentecost
July 26,  2009
Text:  John 6:1-21
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

__________________________

It’s kind of nice to be an adult – isn’t it? – and no longer have to take tests?  Although I know that are several adults in our congregation who are going back to school, and that probably involves tests.

For the rest of us, tests are confined to those scary nightmares.  For me, it’s the nightmare where I sit down to take the test but there would be all sorts of questions about lectures I had never heard or books I had never read.

Or, this variation of the nightmare:  I would be taking a test for a class that I never realized I was signed up for!  I had never attended a single lecture for that class, never read any of the assigned books…but there I was, taking the test anyway.

What a relief I would feel when I awakened and discovered it was just a dream!
In our Gospel story today, the Feeding of the 5,000, we discover that Jesus is setting up this miracle as some kind of test.  It’s not a true/false test, not even multiple choice.  It’s the worst test of all:  the essay question!  And here it is:


When Jesus 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?”  He said this to test him, for he himself knew what he was going to do.”

So how do the disciples do on their test?  Not so well, I’m afraid.  In fact, they fail.  Their response is all hung up on scarcity….There’s not enough!  OH, they scribble out their answers to the essay question in pretty creative ways.  Philip, the mathematician, does the logical analysis:  “Let’s see, there are 5,000 people….a loaf of bread can feed two, maybe three people….and a loaf of bread costs….Lord, do you know it would take six months’ wages to feed this many people?  Where are we going to get enough money?

Andrew is more the activist.  He’s been out doing some field work, taking a survey to see how much food he can find among the people.  But he too comes to the same conclusion:  There’s just not enough.  Then he adds a kind of joke, “Unless you think this small boy’s five loaves and two fish are enough….heh-heh-heh.”

Philip and Andrew flunk the test because they are thinking small, they are thinking scarcity!  You and I do that, too, don’t we?  Have you heard the radio ad, I think it’s about hunger.  First, you hear one voice:  “Sure, I’d like to help.  But what can I do?  I’m only one person.”  Then another voice speaks exactly those same words.  “Sure, I’d like to help.  But what can I do?  I’m only one person.”  Then a third voice, then a fourth voice, more voices – all speaking the same phrase – until it becomes a cacophony of voices.  An abundance of voices making mockery of each individual voice saying, “I’m not enough.”

How does a husband and wife move toward the decision to have a child?  Or a second child?  Or a third child?  If they think only in terms of scarcity, it will never happen.  Gee, we don’t make enough money….we don’t have enough bedrooms….we don’t know enough about being parents….the world is not hospitable enough for children.  If you think in terms of scarcity, then you will shy away from the miracle of life.

Our whole society is organized around the belief that what it takes to have life is in short supply.  There is a scarcity of time, of money, and of energy.

A pastor of a rural church had this conversation with one of his members, Earl, a farmer: 

“Say, Earl,” the pastor said, “if you had a hundred sheep, would you give fifty of them for the Lord’s work?”

Yes, I would, Pastor.

Would you do the same if you had a hundred cows?

Yes, I would.

Would you do the same if you had a hundred horses?

Yes, I would.

“If you had two pigs, Earl” asked the pastor, “would you give one of them to the Lord?”

No, I wouldn’t, pastor; and you have no right to ask me, because you know I have two pigs.

Do you see what happens if you think scarcity?  It makes you want to hang on to what you’ve got; it makes you want to grab all you can while there still is something to be grabbed.  When you think scarcity, then you hold tight to what you already have.  When you think scarcity, then you are reluctant to share.

If crowds of hungry people are to be fed, which belief will liberate us to share what we have?  A belief in scarcity?  Or a belief in God’s abundance?

The disciples flunked the test because they were thinking scarcity.  In contrast to Jesus, who is thinking abundance.  Jesus simply proceeds as if there will be enough….and miraculously, there is an abundance!  A good chunk of this story is dedicated to making clear that everyone ate enough and there was an abundance left over – 12 baskets full!

This is another one of those “signs” in John’s Gospel, a sign that with God there is an abundance of what it takes to live.  The story tells us plainly, there is not only enough, there is an abundance.

Isn’t that what Martin Luther has been trying to pound into our thick skulls for these past 450 years, in his meaning to the First Article of the Creed:

I believe that God provides me with food and clothing, home and family, daily work, and all I need from day to day.

With God there is an abundance of what it takes to live.

One of the most moving parts of the Jewish Passover for me has always been the dayenu….dayenu, it would have been enough.  It is the litany that our Jewish brothers and sisters chant, celebrating God’s abundant love in the Exodus:

Had God split the Red Sea for us, and not led us safely through…it would have been enough.
Had God led us safely through, and not drowned our enemies there…it would have been enough.

Had God drowned our enemies, and not supplied our desert needs…it would have been enough.

Had God supplied our desert needs and not fed us with manna…it would have been enough.

This amazing litany of God’s love, each phrase ratcheting up the superabundance of God’s never-ending mercies.
Back to our Gospel.  The disciples failed Jesus’ test and so did the crowd.  They experienced this wonderful miracle of “bread enough and bread to spare,” and they thought to themselves, “Hey, let’s make this Jesus king and we’ll always have bread! Never have to work another day in our lives!”

Sorry, guys, you flunk!  That’s not what God’s abundance is all about.  God’s abundance is not something that you amass and store up for yourselves.  Rather, it is meant to be shared, as Jesus shared God’s abundance with 5,000 people.

As long as we’re correcting tests here…and I suppose that is pretty presumptuous of me to suppose that I can grade these tests….but as long as we are correcting tests here, what do you think about Andrew Carnegie?  Here was a guy who spent the first half of his life amassing a wealth of 350 million dollars.  And then spent the second half of his life giving more than 90% of it away.

Did he live his life out of a sense of scarcity…because he accumulated so much surplus wealth?  Or could we say that he lived his life out of a sense of abundance…because he eventually shared it?  Part of his money, in fact, built the library in my hometown back in Iowa.  Maybe he built the library in your hometown, too?

One of Carnegie’s steelworkers once said, “We didn’t want him to build a library for us, we would rather had had living wages.”  In Carnegie’s day, steelworkers worked 12-hour shifts on floors so hot they had to nail wooden platforms under their shoes.  Every two weeks they had to work a 24-hour shift, and only after that would they get their one day off.

Maybe we could at least conclude this, that Carnegie, in relationship to his workers, flunked the test.  In relationship to them, he saw only scarcity; for his workers, there wasn’t enough.

My goodness, everybody’s flunking the test!  Jesus’ disciples, the crowd, Andrew Carnegie or at least a part of him…you and I too, probably?

Finally, now, are you ready for some good news about this test?  We may have flunked it, like the others did, but this is OBE!!  Have you heard of that?  Outcome Based Education!!  You keep on taking the test until you get it right.  You keep on taking the test, until you learn the material!

You see, the story is not over.  Jesus is not yet finished talking about bread.  In fact, he will go on for all of John chapter six, talking about bread.  And you and I, too, will go on talking about bread – for the next four Sundays!  Jesus is gong to keep telling us about this abundance of bread until we finally get it right.  That’s the good news.
And would you like just a little preview of the Word to come?  This miracle of Jesus was all about real bread, bread you could chew and get stuck in the roof of your mouth…and you and I have made references to the bread we carry around in our wallets…do we share it or do we hoard it?  That’s the kind of bread we’ve been talking about…physical bread.

But Jesus is about to change the subject on us.  Kind of like that nightmare test in our dreams when we discover that the test is over something we never even studied!

Yes, we feed bread to the hungry….but Jesus is going to tell us there is an even more important bread.

Yes, we share the bread in our purses and wallets, out of a wonderful sense of God’s abundance…but there is an even more important bread than that.

Come back next Sunday and our Gospel will tell us about that other bread, when we get a chance to take the test again.

