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Proper 12B - July 25, 2021 - St. Anne’s 

Ephesians 3:14-21, John 6:1-21 

 

The story of the feeding of the 5000 is the only miracle story included in all four 

gospels so it was clearly important to the early church. Which is probably not 

surprising since it’s the story of a small gift multiplied into great abundance.  

Many of us today don’t quite know what to do with stories like this. We end up 

get stuck on the ‘how’ question.  How did this happen?  But I think the more 

important question to ask ourselves is ‘why’.  Why, when God gives to us so 

abundantly and generously, do we find it so hard to trust in that abundance and 

practice generosity ourselves?  Because abundance and generosity are not issues 

just for the past.  

 

The pastor of First Presbyterian church in New Vernon, New Jersey tells of the 

time, some years ago now, when they were given an unexpected gift from an 

anonymous donor.  It was one of the largest single donations they’d ever received 

and there were no strings on it- they could use it any way they saw fit.  But, 

instead of doing what most of us probably would do and save it for future needs, 

they did something completely different.  They decided to give it away - to 

people who didn’t need it.  They converted the gift into cash, divided it into 

hundreds of small envelopes, and then distributed the envelopes to every man, 

woman and child who came to church on Palm Sunday and Easter day that year.  

The note that accompanied each envelope was simple: “This is a gift for you.  If 

you need this gift, it is yours.  If you know someone who needs it more, it is your 

gift to give. Or you can multiply the gift by investing it with your time, talent, 

and energy, and we will harvest those multiplied gifts on the first Sunday in 

October.” 
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The response was immediate.  Vegetable gardens were planted, bird houses built, 

flower gardens were set, seedlings were sold, rag dolls were sewn, families 

pooled their gifts and held dinners, small stocks were purchased, baby-sitting 

services were started… and week by week those small gifts grew until on the first 

Sunday in October they harvested an embarrassment of riches.  That one gift had 

been multiplied fivefold, and they had enough money to build the first ever 

library at a small school in rural Kenya.  Two of the African students who poured 

over those books - the first books they had ever held – went off to university and 

returned to Kenya as teachers.  And so, the gift continues to grow on and on into 

the future.  This is one picture of abundance, a gift multiplied and transformed 

into an open future none of them could have envisioned at the start.1 

 

At that’s important because we can’t always recognise where abundance will 

come from.  When Jesus tells the disciples to feed the crowd Phillip’s response is 

"We can't afford it. We don’t have enough.”   That’s what we too usually say 

when faced with the enormity of the needs of the world.  Just as it was in Jesus’ 

day, our world is full of hungry people too.  People who are hungry for 

community, hungry for love, hungry for justice, hungry for God and far too many 

who are literally hungry for food.  And faced with  that, our response tends to be 

that of the disciples when Jesus says ‘feed them’: ‘How could we ever feed all of 

them?’  The disciples see only the problem and the hopelessness of the situation.  

We can’t afford it.  We don’t have enough resources.  The problem is too big.  

All we have is these 5 measly little loaves and these 2 crummy little fish that this 

kid brought.  But Jesus took the boy’s gift, small and inadequate as it was and 

made it enough.  Enough not only to just give them all ‘something to eat’.  But 

abundance that gave them all that they needed. Overwhelming abundance. 
 

1 Modified from George Chorba “Someone in the Crowd” as in Speaking of Stewardship 
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John’s version of this miracle is the only one that mentions the little boy as the 

giver of the 5 loaves and the 2 fishes.  A huge abundance is needed and the 

disciples see only the shortfall.  But a little boy, like the ‘widow with her mite’, 

offers all that he has: a meagre offering of small cheap loaves and a couple of 

small (probably dried) fish.  But when it’s given to Jesus it’s more than enough!  

This story shows us that what’s small and insignificant can, when offered to God, 

be multiplied to provide ‘enough’.  

 

Our world is full of hungry people and Jesus turns to us and says ‘feed my 

people.’ And our usual response is - We can’t afford it.  We don’t have the 

resources.  It isn’t in our budget.  The problem is too big.  Let’s form a committee 

and look at the options. All we have is these 5 crummy little loaves and these 2 

measly little fish. 

 

But we are the body of Christ in the world and Jesus calls us to look past the fears 

of ‘how’ we are going to do ministry and ‘just do it’.  William Easum in his book 

‘Sacred Cows Make Gourmet Burgers” asks in various ways throughout the book 

“What gifts do you bring to the Body of Christ that, if we equip you to use them, 

the body of Christ will be more whole and so will you?”  
 

What gifts do you bring to the Body of Christ that, if we equip you to use them, 

will make both you and the Body of Christ more whole?  It is a question we all 

need to ask ourselves without false humility “What gifts do I have that if I use 

them will make both myself and the church more whole?”  And once we’ve 

identified what we have, we need to offer that gift.  We need to learn to live 

generously. 
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///There’s a story about a man named Paul who was given a special pre-Christmas 

gift from his brother - a beautiful new car.  On Christmas Eve, when Paul came 

out of his office, a street kid was walking around the shiny new car, admiring it.  

"Is this your car, mister?" the kid asked.  When Paul replied that it was, and that 

his brother had given it to him for Christmas, the boy said, "You mean your 

brother gave it to you, and it didn't cost you anything?  Free?  For Nothing?  

Gosh, I wish..." 

 

The boy hesitated, and Paul knew what he was about to say.  He had heard it 

many times over the past few days.  He was going to wish he had a brother like 

that.  But what the boy said shocked Paul. "I wish", the boy said, "I wish I could 

be a brother like that."2 

 

Well, we can be a brother or sister like that.  We may not have the ability to give 

away a car but generosity is within all of us.  The ability to make a difference for 

others is ours.  All it takes is that we offer what we do have to God. All it takes is 

that we cease to worry about how little we have and begin instead to think about 

what we can offer.  Because God working in us can do infinitely more than we 

can ask or imagine!  Of course, individually we can’t end world hunger.  

Individually we can’t offer community to all the lonely, or love to all the loveless, 

or a way to God for all those who need faith.  But we can take what gifts we have 

and put them together and multiply them.  Like the people in First Presbyterian 

Church in New Vernon we can take our gifts and multiply them into an 

embarrassment of riches that will allow us to reach out to a hungry world.  We 

just have to be willing to put our trust in God and give what we have, whether we 

feel like we have ‘enough’ or not. 
 

2 From a sermon by Rev. Richard J. Fairchild 


