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I am reminded of a story told by Bishop Will Willimon, I have shared it with some of you before.
When he was serving as Dean of the Chapel at Duke University he and a Divinity School
colleague were standing on the steps of the Chapel over-looking the quad on a beautiful October
evening around Halloween. They were watching a large group of undergraduate students party
on the lawn in front of the Chapel. Dr. Willimon’s friend and fellow professor, commenting on
the odd scene before them said, “Will, do you know what for me is proof of our Lord’s divinity?”
Dr. Willimon replied, “No, what do you think is proof that our Lord was divine?” To which his
colleague remarked, “That passage in the gospel where it says, ‘He looked upon the crowds and
had compassion’.” (Matthew 14:14)

Over the last four Sundays we’ve been considering how the world will know that we are
Christian, that we are friends of Jesus. We’ve seen how followers of Christ spend time regularly
in his presence, how time with Jesus shapes our lives in ways that may make us seem a bit out of
order with the rest of the world, which includes practicing radical hospitality by welcoming
outsiders the way Jesus welcomes us. This morning’s reading from Matthew challenges us to
consider that another way the world will know that we belong to Jesus is by how we look upon
and relate to the masses, to the crowds, and how we will use the gifts God has placed in our hands
to serve others well.

Too often we tend to look upon the crowds, the masses of hungry, lost, sinful, wayward, lonely,
needy people and we see demand or need much larger than anything we could ever possibly meet
with our own meager, limited, scarce resources. When we look at the crowds we see a problem
to be solved rather than people to be loved and we think we just don’t have enough; enough love,
enough compassion, enough kindness, enough resources, enough mercy to go around.

And so, we’re a lot like the disciples who looked out at the crowd, looked down at their lunch
pails, looked back at the crowd and thought “Oh well, there is just not going to be enough. We’d
better send them somewhere else to find their bread.” And so, the crowds become for us a
burden, and because we may feel like there are just too many needs to be met, and even more that
some of those needs are likely not legitimate, and maybe some people are taking advantage of us;
rather than being like Jesus and acting out of compassion and using well the gifts God has placed
into our hands we become skeptical and even resentful of the crowds. I mean we have to watch
the bottom line right, not take any unnecessary risks, and we don’t want to be taken advantage of
by giving someone something they don’t deserve. More and more the evidence says there is just
not enough to go around. So, when we look upon the crowds, unlike Jesus, compassion may not



be the first emotion we have. His compassion may indeed be proof that he is God and we are
not, because our love has limits, it will only go so far.

“Now Jesus has been doing much good. But he's exhausted, and has withdrawn to a deserted
place to rest and pray. But by the time he arrives, word has spread and the place is anything but
restful. There is a great crowd gathered. Jesus somehow summons up the energy again to be
with the people. Matthew says he "had compassion for them and cured their sick." Time passes
and it’s getting late in the day, the people are hungry, and to fix this problem the disciples
recommend sending them on their way to buy dinner. Jesus, says, “No, you feed them.” The
disciples ask, "Where on earth, with these limited resources, where are we expected to find food
for so many? Five loaves, two fish-that's no match for a crowd of this size. Jesus asks for what
they have and takes what seems like terribly meager resources, and in his hands, there is enough.
In fact, there is an overabundance of food. With Jesus around there’s more than enough.

The myth of scarcity, that is pervasive in our society, says there is not going to be enough to go
around. Resources are limited, grab what you can, protect what you have. Guard your resources
carefully, watch the bottom line. Every decision we make must be calculated carefully so that we
don’t run out of whatever it is that we believe is scarce and in short supply - money, time, people,
space, even compassion and love. And when we organize our lives around the myth of scarcity,
when it becomes the script from which we are acting, we discover that our motivation is not
likely to be compassion but greed, fear, and caution. We become anxious, fearful, and cautious
because we believe there may not be enough to go around, that resources might run out, and so
instead of having compassion for the crowds and risking our resources upon them, we try and
protect ourselves and our resources lest we be taken advantage of and there not be enough for us.

As Richard Rohr observes, “The flow of grace through us is largely blocked when we are living
inside a worldview of scarcity, a feeling that there’s just not enough: enough of God, enough of
me, enough food, enough health care to go around, enough mercy to include and forgive all
faults....Our unhealthy economics and politics persist because even Christians largely operate
out of a worldview of scarcity: there is not enough land, water, money, safety, and housing for all
of us. However, a saint, one whose life resembles Jesus, one who the world suspects belongs to
Jesus, always knows that... There is more than enough for our need but never enough for our
greed.'

To a people who have bought into the myth of scarcity, Jesus speaks a startling and challenging
word - “You feed them.” Bring what you have, offer it to God, and trust that in God’s hands it
will be more than enough. Scarcity in the face of great need is contrasted here with the gracious,
extravagant abundance that is offered at the hands of Jesus. The story does not end with "and all
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ate" (v. 20), which would be miraculous enough in and of itself. Matthew tells us that "they all ate
and were filled." They were filled, satisfied, not temporarily satisfied, but completely fulfilled.
And the story doesn’t end even there because they took up what was left over and 12 baskets were
tilled. There is not only fulfillment, but a surplus. Because you see that's the way it is with Jesus.
Even in a wilderness, even at the close of day as night is falling, if Jesus is there, there is
tulfillment, abundance, extravagance, an overflowing of God’s love, more than enough.

Time and time again we see that the God we know and love, the God who created us and who in
Christ Jesus has redeemed us is a God of abundance. And the gospels boldly claim that the world
will know that we belong to Jesus when we reject the myth of scarcity and practice the liturgy of
abundance by offering ourselves and our gifts, no matter how insufficient they may seem, to the
God who will take them, bless them, multiply them, and feed any and all who hunger.
Throughout scripture, and then most fully in the life of Jesus, we see that there are no limits to
God’s love and God’s grace. Ithink about Israel in the wilderness wondering if God had brought
them from Egypt only to let them die in the desert. And then God provides manna from heaven,
enough to satisfy their need, to sustain them on the journey.

And how about the parable of the sower? There is seed cast all over the place, wastefully thrown
here and there, seed on the sidewalk, on the rocks, on unprepared soil, on the fertile ground,
more than enough to go around and from that seed God produces an abundant harvest.

I think of Jesus instructing his disciples. It is not enough that you forgive seven times but seventy
times seven. In other words, don’t keep score; God’s mercy and grace have never run out on you,
so you are called to do the same for your neighbor.

I think of creation, that all that there is, seen and unseen, even our very lives are the result of the
over abundance of God’s love. And certainly I think of Easter. God’s love is even more powerful
than death, Jesus’ life poured out on the cross, emptied, or so we thought, until three days later
love and life abound. “The feeding of the crowds who gathered that day to be near Jesus reminds
us that our ministry in the Church, our life together as Church, turns not on how much we have
or what we can give, but rather on the inexhaustible love of God, and how much God gives by
multiplying what we have.

God’s love and grace are not scarce commodities that we need to carefully guard. They are not in
short supply, because God can be trusted to provide more than we need. So, Jesus says, risk what
you have, be extravagant with your love, your compassion, your mercy and forgiveness, with all
your gifts because this is how God has been toward you. Remember, we are saved by grace.

Jesus says to his disciples and to us, “You feed them, you serve God, you be faithful, you give and
not count the cost. There is more than enough.” The disciples look puzzled. They have nothing.



No food. No reserves. They stare out at a hungry mass of people that looks more and more like a
hungry mob and they say, “Lord, we have nothing—only five loaves and two fish.” Jesus says,
“Bring your nothing to me.” And in his hands our nothing, becomes more than enough.

The world will know that we belong to Jesus when we offer him our “nothing” because the God
of Jesus knows no limitation. The God of Jesus is the God about whom Genesis writes - out of
nothing, God creates something. We need only to trust in the abundance of God. To offer what
we have, even if it seems like nothing, to set aside our anxiety, and fear, and greed, and suspicion
and to trust in the abundance of God’s mercy, grace, and love. To trust Jesus who spoke and
lived the truth that in God’s kingdom, at his table, there is always more than enough. Amen.



