Lessons from the Hill
John 6:1-21, Ephesians 3:14-21

The Rev. Doris Ruth Powell at South Haven UCC, Bedford, OH – 7/29/12

Imagine a hillside: not too steep, gently rolling at the top, trees casting pools of shade late in the day. Imagine people arriving: coming in groups of three or four, fifteen or twenty, finding a spot to settle in the shade, sitting in clusters with their friends. The hillside first dotted with clusters here and there; then as more and more people arrive, the gaps between groups beginning to fill in.

See the sun shining down on the people, making their white garments glow… (Wait a minute, you might be thinking. White garments?  I don’t remember that in the scripture reading. Where did that come from?)

Well, for a moment you might have been imagining a crowd of 5000 gathering on the hillside to hear Jesus.  But I’m describing the closing worship culminating the four-day UCC National Youth Event (NYE) which took place this summer on the Purdue University Campus in West Lafayette, Indiana.  The youth, their adult sponsors, Conference staff, and national staff gathered for worship at the end of a very packed four days.  
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We numbered about 2700, a little over half the 5000 gathered to hear Jesus. Sitting on Slayter Hill that evening at the NYE, I found myself imaging today’s scripture passage. 


So let’s return to our scripture in the Gospel of John, and that hillside 2000 years ago.  
Why were all those people gathered?  5000…that’s a lot of people.  This feeding of the 5000 appears in all four Gospels.  Clearly it was a defining moment in Jesus’ ministry.  
What were they expecting that day? We’re told, “A large crowd kept following him, because they saw the signs that he was doing for the sick.”  Maybe he’ll perform more miracles.  One commentary writer, Charles Cousar,
 describes the mind of the crowd as "utilitarian," focusing on what this miracle worker can do for them.
But isn’t that understandable?  As I prepared South Haven’s budget for next year, I longed for the miracle of another mild winter to keep expenses low. As the Nominating Committee approached people to chair committees, they worried about our people getting burned out. We’re concerned about such things.  After all, we want our church to survive and thrive so that it can engage in the ministry God has envisioned for us.

Sometimes we feel overwhelmed, just as those disciples felt overwhelmed when Jesus saw the large crowd and asked, "Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?"


As our own Kate Huey
 describes in her “Sermon Seeds” commentary: They tried to assess the situation, measure their resources, and figure out a solution, but they seemed to feel powerless in the face of so many hungry people.
Philip responds:  "Six months' wages would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little." Andrew comes a bit closer, "There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish,” but then adds, “but what are they among so many people?"
It’s as if the only knowledge available is objective reality… cold hard facts: too many people, too few resources.  Can’t you just feel the power draining from them?
  From us?

"Impossible!"

But we know that all things are possible with God, of course, as Jesus proceeds to demonstrate.  We know the rest… Jesus blesses the loaves and fishes and distributes them. The people have as much as they want.  All are satisfied.  And in good teacher fashion, Jesus makes sure the disciples “get it,” sending them all over the hillside to gather the left-overs – twelve baskets full.

Hmmm… 5 loaves + 2 fish = (pause) food for 5000 + 12 baskets left!  So much for objective reality.  So much for scarcity.  Jesus redefines what is possible.  Jesus  redefines   what is possible.
We prefer to hang on to the rational.   

Perhaps the most familiar "rational" explanation of the feeding of the 5000 is that an act of generosity (the boy sharing his loaves and fishes) inspired many in the crowd to pull out the bits of food they had brought and to share them with others. “So like us modern, self-sufficient types to think it's up to us humans to handle things, to help ourselves,” comments Karen Marie Yust.
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Back on Slayter Hill, back at the National Youth Event, people sat in clusters.  First they might share with family, then friends in their group.  But I could see how, on the hill, groups began to merge… there would come a point when boundaries would be crossed and hands would reach out to share beyond the group.
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Actually, we did celebrate communion on the hill.  One person from each group came to a station to collect juice cups and packets of graham cracker fish, enough for each member of their group.  And there were left-overs.


Commentator Douglas John Hall
 thinks we're focusing on the wrong thing by trying to explain the miracles of multiplying loaves or walking on the sea, when the more remarkable miracle is the hope (and I might add trust and confidence) that Jesus inspired in the masses that followed him.
He suggests that Jesus' powerful presence and deep compassion might explain the ability of "ordinary, insecure and timid persons… to walk where they feared to walk before."  Let’s not miss "the wonder of divine grace that permeates the whole of life." 
And that, friends, is what makes the 15-hour days, the travel, the dorms, the heat, the missed meals, the “inconveniences” of NYE so worth it: "the wonder of divine grace that permeates the whole of life." 
The wonder and courage of ordinary persons...  I was touched and moved by keynote speakers (adults and youth) who dared to share their most personal journeys:
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· JR Martinez (winner of Dancing with the Stars) spoke of his life-changing burns, suffered in war at age 19, and what has carried him through to new life. 
· Miah Yager, a young woman with Down’s Syndrome, so poised, eloquent, so passionate. Miah was received with wild applause, appreciation, and acceptance by her peers. Divine grace!  
· Our own Geoffrey Black crossed the generational technology divide, conducting a “Twitter Town Hall.”
Demonstrating courage and faith, and embodying divine grace, they modeled Jesus, who redefines what is possible.

But isn’t there more here than Jesus' presence and compassion?  Isn’t this as much a story about the power of God in Jesus?
  And dare I suggest, in us?

The commentaries say we are short-sighted. The crowds wanted to seize this miracle-worker to make him king. Their dream is too small. It falls far short of God's dream for the people.
 What is our dream? Is it too small?  What is God’s dream for us?
God's power at work in us, after all, is "abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine," as we read in Ephesians 3:20b.

Ok, so I’m a pretty practical person.  Maybe that helps me recognize power beyond “all I can ask or imagine” when I encounter it.  And I encountered it in abundance at the National Youth Event.
I lift up one of the many, many service projects the youth undertook at NYE:  the Literacy Labyrinth.


It was suggested that everyone bring a book to contribute. We’d have the pleasure of building and walking a meditation labyrinth of books, which would be donated at the end of our event through two Literacy Projects in the West Lafayette area to children lacking books in their homes. 
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The first day there was a scant single layer to mark the labyrinth.  But every day when we arrived at the locked display area, we found piles of books outside the doors.  There were even boxes and suitcases of books which had been collected by churches and Associations.  By Day 4 the labyrinth walls were five to ten books deep.  Towers of books rose… and fell… and rose again.  There was an Ann Rice tower… spooky.  Books reflected many cultures: Goodbye My Island, North by Night: The Story of the Underground Railroad, Chinese Cinderella, Te amo, sol - Te amo, luna… after all, this is the UCC!   Many were award-winning: Old Turtle, The Giver.  Along the path I observed Uncle Tom’s Cabin nestled between the clown book, Boo…and I Really Mean It, and the puppy book, Ziggy.  Mercifully, I’ll Always Love You partially covered It Looked Like Spilt Milk and Roses Are Pink, Your Feet Really Stink.  Right next to Magic Pony was a NY Times Best Seller, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies.  (Honestly, you can’t make this stuff up.)  Everyone got involved.  Youth (and adults) built with books, read books, walked the books.  We had asked the youth to bring books that were meaningful to them and did they deliver.  We had hoped for 2,700 books; over 4,700 were contributed… far more than we could have asked or imagined.

There are many more examples I could offer.  Right from where I’m standing I can see ripening tomatoes in our church’s community garden.  Two years ago it was just a patch of grass, and now it supplies our Hunger Center with fresh produce all summer and fall.
Imagine God responding to our prayers for the world's needs with the question, "What do you have?"


Have we actually asked for too little, when God offers us so much more?
 
What expectations do we hold for our shared life at South Haven UCC, and do they need to be transformed? 
What would happen if we trusted in the power of God to multiply in amazing ways the resources we do have?  And what would happen if we saw this as a communal question, not simply a personal one?


If we can change our focus from “reasonable” needs, "basic” needs, to "multiplying resources," we might experience "a revelation of amazing grace."
 
We might more clearly see, and more surely go, where God is leading us.
May it be so.
� Charles Cousar in Texts for Preaching Year B


� Kathryn Matthews Huey - “Sermon Seeds,” reflection on the focus text from the Seasons of the Spirit curriculum,  


  July 29, 2002 at www.ucc.org/worship/samuel (Kate is a member of South Haven UCC in Bedford, Ohio)


� Huey – “Sermon Seeds”


� Karen Marie Yust - Feasting on the Word Year B, Vol. 3


� Douglas John Hall - Feasting on the Word Year B, Vol. 3


� Huey – “Sermon Seeds”


� Huey – “Sermon Seeds”


� Cheryl Bridges Johns - Feasting on the Word Year B, Vol. 3


� Huey – “Sermon Seeds”


� Huey – “Sermon Seeds”


� Yust - Feasting on the Word Year B, Vol. 3








Suggested hymns from The New Century Hymnal:


Hymn of Praise		470  Golden Breaks the Dawn  


Hymn of Reflection	406  Not with Naked Eye, Not with Human Sense


Hymn of Communion	347  Let Us Talents and Tongues Employ


Closing Hymn		419  Now Thank We All Our God    vs 1&2





Suggested hymns from SING! Prayer and Praise:


Gathering Hymn	  14  The Grace of God Is Yours


Hymn of Encounter	  81  More Than We Can Ask


Hymn of Response	120  Dream God’s Dream


Hymn of Communion	  65  As the Grain Was Scattered


Closing Hymn		192  Carry the Light
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