5th June 2011 SERMON ‘Sharing is no picnic’
Allister Lane
Isaiah 55:1-5

Matthew 14:13-21  
Peter (‘The Rock’) has asked me to tell the story about the Massive Picnic –  the time Jesus fed the massive crowds of people (over five thousand people we reckon).
I don’t know why I should tell the story. Some of the other disciples, like Thomas, have much a better memory than me. I’m hopeless on the details of where and who and what. Everybody has pretty much heard the story anyway. It was a big day for Jesus, and for all of us. No one could tell the story of Jesus’ life without mentioning the Massive Picnic.
Although I don’t recall many of the about that day, I definitely remember how I felt that day; the brand new awareness of what was possible, the vast potential I had never seen before – in others, and in myself.

As far as Jesus’ miracles go, I’d have to say this wasn’t the most dramatic. The healings and waking of the dead were obviously the ones people gasp at. 
What was amazing about the Massive Picnic day was that Jesus didn’t just work a miracle on a few people, he worked a miracle on the thousands of us who were there.

Thinking back on it now, this miracle was one that I’d say showed us something new about Jesus; and it also showed us something new about us. 
And now that Jesus has gone, it’s so good to remember what Jesus showed us that day. It’s good to remember because it’s such an encouragement to know Jesus is at work and involves us in what God is doing.
But anyway, I’m beginning to preach – and Peter had asked me to just tell the story!

That day, I’m pretty sure, we had just found out that John the Baptist had been killed by Herod. 
Like I say, I don’t have the best memory. Others could confirm, but I’m pretty sure it was the same day. Jesus was definitely upset about something. 
He would go away on his own sometimes when something was bothering him. We all knew he would pray to God, his Father; we had overheard him before. 
He would pray and pray and pray. 
The worse things were, the more he would pray.

So Jesus had gone away by himself; taken one of the boats. He didn’t say where he was going.

But only a short time later we overheard someone saying Jesus had been seen nearby sailing a boat close to shore, and that they were going to see him. Loads of people were clearly keen to see Jesus, and when they heard he was close by they were all rushing off together to find him.
We knew how Jesus was feeling, so we went with them, thinking we might be able to get rid of the people if Jesus needed our help.

Well, when we found Jesus just a few minutes later he had pulled the boat up on the shore and had a large crowd of people around him. He was healing the sick ones – no surprise there!
But the crowd got bigger and bigger. 
We had never seen this many ‘moths around the flame’ before.

The crowds were eager to see him, hear him and be touched by him. 
And to be honest, if Jesus was still feeling rotten, he showed no sign of it. 
He seemed just as eager to see the crowd as they were to see him.

Knowing how he must be feeling we thought it would be best to get rid of the crowd. And it wasn’t just Jesus or ourselves we were thinking of – it was late in the day, everyone would be getting pretty hungry, and people would need to travel back to their homes and get something to eat. 
No one seemed aware of the time, so we figured, for everyone’s sake we needed to ‘call it a day.’
When we whispered this to Jesus, he grinned at us (almost cheekily) as he whispered back: 
“If you care so much about these folks’ grumbling tummies, why don’t you do something about it?”

I can tell you, that wasn’t the answer we expected!

At first we thought Jesus was accusing us of not caring -  but we did care.

The more we had been with Jesus, the more we did find ourselves really caring for people, just like Jesus.

But Jesus wasn’t accusing us of not caring, he was genuinely wanting us to turn our care into a practical response – to find food for ALL THOSE PEOPLE!

Needless to say, we were all protesting, pointing out to Jesus the obvious problems with his suggestion:
“We can’t possibly feed these people.”

“It would take so much to feed them all.” 

“We have nothing here.”

“Nothing...?” Jesus smiled at us, his eyes twinkling that way ... so mischievously, so lovingly, so wonderfully...

“What about the loaves of bread and the fish?”

You know when someone asks you a question in such a way, you know it’s not really a question at all?

Clearly Jesus knew the little amount of food we had could never feed the crowd around us. And we also knew (from past experience) that Jesus loves surprising us, and we could see he had something in store for us.
As Jesus grabbed the food, he simply exclaimed: 
“Let’s do this.”

Eager to see what he was going to do, we watched him; watched and wondered what he was up to as he told the crowd to sit down, and beckoned to us to stand beside him.

Jesus began praying...and what a prayer!

I can remember standing next to Jesus looking at the pitifully small amount of food Jesus was holding. I don’t remember much of what Jesus actually prayed, but as he looked up asking God’s blessing, my cynicism melted away and I was filled with a sense of assurance – it was a strangely powerful mixture of feelings. Something like when someone gives you a really generous gift, as well as a thrill of being part of something much bigger than yourself; an event, a moment, the thrill of being filled with awe as you share in a collective moment of wonder that’s almost impossible to describe.
Jesus thanks God for the food he’s holding. 
He breaks it, and gives it to me and the others. 
We knew what to do; we started handing it out . . . one person after another after another. 
We just kept handing it out. 
More and more, sharing it with everyone.
Don’t ask me how, we just kept handing it out. 

Anyone who was holding food was passing it on to others.
Everyone was sharing. Everyone was passing around bread and fish and there was plenty for everyone.

?Had Jesus multiplied the food, like he had with the wine at the Cana Wedding?

Possibly, but we knew even greater than the multiplication of loaves and fish, was the transformation within each of us.

Jesus was showing us that we are part of the generosity of God; that we are to share from God’s abundance. 

Jesus showed us powerfully that day how he can transform our meagre expectations into overwhelming abundance. 
Did I mention there was so much? We had leftovers – twelve baskets of leftovers!
This was a spiritual lesson, this was Jesus teaching us, but the Massive Picnic was no abstract scripture lesson by the Rabbi. 
This was earthy, grass roots, people’s needs, working together, sharing with each other what feeds us all. 
This was not the theory; this was (if you’ll excuse the pun) ‘bread and butter’ spirituality. 
Jesus rolled his sleeves up and showed us all a new way of living – we glimpsed something so new, and also so REAL it changed us forever.
I now know the transformation Jesus works within me – helping me see everything in whole new ways; unexpected ways, startling ways, illogical ways, life-changing ways.

It’s true for me, and I’ve seen Jesus do it with so many others... 

He takes the thought, thanks God for it, breaks it, (or at least turns it inside out, which usually is costly for us, of course), and then gives it back as a challenge. 

The challenge is to accept what he gives and share it with others. 

Jesus takes thoughts, ideas, loaves and fishes, money, a sense of humour, time, energy, talents, love, artistic gifts, skill with words, quickness of eye or fingers, a sense of justice, whatever we have to offer. 

He holds them before his Father with prayer and blessing. Then, breaking them so they are ready for use, he gives them back to us to share with those who need them.

And now they are both ours and not ours. 
They are both what we had in mind and not what we had in mind. 
Something greater and different, more powerful and mysterious, yet also our own.

Our meagre ways are transformed into abundance.

Jesus shows us how we can share what we already have to be part of his abundant living.

My friends, if you feel you have nothing but loaves and fish, may Jesus show you also the possibilities he sees, and bring transformation to you and those around you.

Thanks for listening to my story.

Amen.
