Sermon 26th July 2009  ‘What’s in your lunchbox?’

John 6:1–14

Ephesians 3:14-21

The feeding of the five thousand people is the only miracle performed by Jesus that is recorded by all four gospels. It clearly was an event that left a lasting impression on Jesus’ followers; a significant event for understanding who this person Jesus is and what he is about.

And the wonder, the miracle, comes about because there is a problem.  What’s the problem?

A large crowd has become so intrigued with the signs of Jesus they have followed him up a mountain; a mountain apparently far from any adequate self-catering facilities!

So Jesus turns to his disciples and asks them: ‘Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?’

The responses given by Jesus’ disciples (first by Philip and then by Andrew) reflect  possible responses to needs in our own time. They are responses based on our own assessment of a situation.

In the situation on the mountainside, Philip’s assessment is that they don’t have enough money.

"Six months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little."

How often we feel constrained by limited cash – this medium of exchange that has such a power at times, it seems like it defines us, 


as people and as communities: 



our power, 



our influence, 



our social standing, 



our importance, 



our value among others, 



our potential to change the world.

We cannot deny that greater access to cash does increase our options (money talks), but it’s true influence, its enduring significance is overstated – in this period of history more than ever!

Calculations of cash levels will always be constraining, because cash is a very effective (and accurate) measure of available resources – well, actually and measure of some resources.

What Jesus shows is that God makes available a fountain of resources, the like of which the world struggles to comprehend. Jesus shows us a way not of limitation but of abundance. In fact, the whole story of God is one of abundance. God is the source of grace.

Given this truth about God we can see how the second assessment of the situation also falls short of ‘the Jesus Way’. 

Andrew identifies a boy in the massive crowd who has food, and is willing to offer it to Jesus, but Andrew places limitation on the offering: "There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so many people?"

Again, on a practical level we can identify with Andrew’s assessment. Something may be very worthy, but in the face of overwhelming need it just doesn’t cut it. How easily we can cut down the innocence of the young with our life-experience which constrains our thinking, so that we reject the wondrous; the possibilities of what might be. 

Can our eyes be opened in the way Philip’s and Andrew’s were? Can we see that Jesus is indeed the Miracle Maker, and in his hands the seemingly meagre offering can be transformed into something of immeasurable value?

For this is the message of the Gospel. What the incarnation is all about.

Jesus takes in his hands the ordinary, the humble, the everyday – and infuses it with the divine. Jesus is the one from God who brings transformation, who brings healing, who brings wholeness, who brings the reign of God into our world – then and now, and in the time to come.

That day on the mountainside, the events begin with ordinary, everyday items: Jesus takes the bread, gives thanks for it, and distributes it.

Where else have we heard this pattern used by Jesus? 

Takes, gives thanks and distributes...?  

The Last Supper (Mark 14:22). Jesus takes the bread, gives thanks and distributes it to the disciples.

That pivotal event where Jesus establishes the pattern for his followers. The shared meal that centres our worship on Jesus who continues to give himself in grace as our sustenance. 

And here in this memorable story on the mountainside Jesus’ actions with the boy’s offering foreshadow the greatest offering ever made; made for our sakes; the gift given to us in God’s power.

God gives to us his Son and the plentiful gifts of the Holy Spirit, not because we are worthy of such generosity, but for a purpose - for God's purpose. 

It's certainly true that God gifts us with grace because he desires genuine relationship with us; but this relationship has responsibilities. 

God gives to us so that we can also give 


back to God (as part of a love exchange) 


and to others, in accordance with the way of God. 

We are shown how to give.

And we are enabled to give. Jesus shows us that he seeks out the humble, the young, the poor, the sick, those around the edge. Those most aware of their humility are best suited to join in what God is doing.

Our gifts are meagre in the eyes of the world, our resources are definitely limited – but only by what we can do with them. Like the boy, when we offer our gifts to Jesus, he transforms them into a miracle.

It’s not what we’ve got, it’s in the offering of it. To release it from our own hands and to put into the hands of The One who created the heavens and the earth.

Do we have an example of this?

Today we have remembered and given thanks for a man who humbly gave his gifts in service of God.  David Steedman offered the gifts he had to be used by God, and many can testify to the fact that God transformed those gifts so as to form part of God’s plan for the world.

David Steedman is someone we can emulate, not necessarily doing the exact same things he did, but emulating the openness with which he offered to God what he had. God will use each of us differently, but together we are united in the ministry of Christ, sharing in his ministry of reconciliation. (2 Corinthians 5:18)

David lost much of his eyesight in his final years, but he remained a man who could see the ways of God.

Do we have that vision? Do we see all around us the possibilities God is drawing us into? Do we catch a glimpse of God’s Way in our everyday?

Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote this reflection on vision (that should have particular appeal to us, given the Presbyterian logo):

Earth's crammed with heaven

And every common bush afire with God;

And only he who sees, takes off his shoes-

the rest sit round it and pluck blackberries.  (Aurora Leigh)

What happens when we allow God to invade our imaginations? 

When we let go of our self-imposed limits and seek to share the generosity of God?

It's not our own assessment of what we have; the calculation we make of our potential in the face of a world with seemingly limitless need. It's God. The giving of some loaves and fish by a boy were the ingredients for a Master Chef to whip up a feed for thousands!

Dare we take our eyes off what we have (what's in our lunchboxes) and allow God to take possession of it - of us?

This certainly requires enormous trust. 

Do we trust that God will follow-through on his promises? 

That he won’t let us down? 

That nothing will be lost?

That he continues to do the miraculous for us, and through us?

Don't we want that?

Don't we long to have what we do endure are remain meaningful?

With Jesus we can be part of something miraculous (grace, reconciliation, quiet kindness) that challenges the economic and military powers, seriously intending to outlast them all.

Finally, the words of Ephesians again:

20 Now to him who by the power at work within us 

is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, 

21to him be glory in the church 

and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen.


