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I believe in miracles!  I’ve believed in miracles since I was 22 years old, leading a youth group in a church in Winston-Salem.  I called my mother one day and said, “I’m bringing about 35 young people and leaders on a beach retreat.  We’ll be passing through Aberdeen, near our home.  Do you think you could feed us all lunch?”  Always the optimist, my mom said, “I’m sure we can figure out some way to feed those kids.”  She did it, even in a rather tiny home.  My mama could work miracles. She knew how to stretch resources, so that everybody had enough.
So could Jesus.  One of the most poignant moments in Jesus’ ministry is the story of the feeding of the 5000.  We sometimes joke about multiplying the loaves and fishes to feed a crowd like that.  But Jesus managed to do it.   What makes the story more compelling is the context. Jesus has just heard of the death of John, his cousin, whom he loved very much.  So he is trying to get away to be by himself, one of his many efforts to go away and pray.  He was surely filled with sadness over John’s death.  But as soon as he heads out to a deserted place, the people run after him.  
As they pursue him, Jesus puts his own emotional needs on hold.  He turns to the people and sees their need first.  The story says that he had compassion on them.  Jesus had a habit of never turning people away.  He had compassion on all who came to him.  In this situation he puts aside his own need and focuses on them.  
Here is a large crowd of people who have searched after Jesus and find him in some deserted place.  It gets late in the day, and they are hungry.  There is no fast food restaurant nearby.  The disciples, bumbling humans that they are, tell Jesus, “Send these people off to town.  Let them get their own food.”  
But Jesus turns to his disciples and says, “You take care of them.”   The disciples tell him, “We don’t have any food to give them.”  Then Jesus shows them that they do have food.  They said “All we have is five loaves and two fish.”  Then Jesus says, “Bring what you have.”   He then multiplies it.  And all the people have enough to eat, with some left over.
It’s a simple, yet powerful story.  Peter Gomes says that if we ask, “Is this story true?” we’re asking the wrong question.   The question to ask is “What does this story say?”  It’s a miracle, and a miracle is a message that God wants to communicate— a message of compassion for those who have hunger, both physical and spiritual hunger.  (from Peter Gomes, Biblical Wisdom for Daily Living, p. 140)
I believe in miracles. But somebody will surely brush aside this story by saying, “Oh, this is one of those wild miracle stories about Jesus; it’s not about us.”  Wrong!   We are disciples of Jesus; we’re part of a church dedicated to continuing the ministry of Jesus.  The story says that the disciples, even when bumbling along, are an essential part of the miracle.  Jesus helps the disciples identify what resources they had, and they are willing to hand over to him what they have.  Jesus then uses their offering to feed a multitude.
What is this story saying to us?  We could say that it’s showing how God can use our offerings to work miracles.   But we current-day bumbling disciples have to be willing to search our resources and place them on the serving platter---or in the offering plate, so Jesus can use what we give.
I know that you’d rather not hear a stewardship sermon in July; but this is clearly a story about stewardship.  God, through Jesus, takes what we give and multiplies it to feed hungry people.
A pastor once addressed his small mountain congregation one Sunday with this story:  “My friends,” the pastor said, “if this church is going to get anywhere, it has to learn to crawl.”  The people responded, “Let it crawl, pastor, let it crawl.”  “And after it learns to crawl, it has to learn to walk.”  The people responded, “Let it walk, pastor, let it walk.”  “And after it learns to walk, it has to learn to run.”  And the people responded, “Let it run, pastor, let it run.”  “But if this church of ours is going to run,” the preacher said, raising his voice to a fever pitch, “If this church of ours is going to run, it’s going to take money.”  And the people responded:  “Let it crawl, pastor, let it crawl.”  (from Fr. David McBriar, Love in a Paper Sack)
This church, Watts Street Baptist Church, is already running, and it’s running because of the generosity of all of you who make our ministry possible—by giving your time, energy, and money.  The disciples in Jesus’ story managed to pass the plate and they come up with some loaves and fishes.  They became stewards of what they had.  Jesus then blessed their gifts and multiplied them.  And there was plenty for everyone, and some left over.
There are so many good things that you as the people of Watts Street Church do to allow God to use your gifts.  Some of you may not know that one of our adult classes goes every third Thursday to the downtown Community Shelter of Hope to prepare and serve a meal for 170 people.  Now, 170 is not the same as 5000; but on some Thursday nights I’m guessing that the line seems so long that it looks like the class members may think they will have to multiply the loaves and fishes fast!  (I’ve heard a rumor that Bob Ayers has been known to work a few miracles on Thursday nights.)
This ongoing mission is a continuation of a project started years ago by Shirley Strobel, who was joined by Phyllis Randall.  This mission continues to be one of the ways this church quietly works a miracle, allowing God to use you to send a message that there is enough food for everybody.  Our job as Christians is to make sure that the resources get shared, to make sure that we are good stewards of what we have.
Last weekend Kelly Sasser led our youth group and young adult leaders on a gleaning trip to farmlands near Charleston, SC.  They spent a long hot weekend, harvesting vegetables left in the fields after the first harvest.  These vegetables will be used to feed those who are hungry, those who do not live lives of privilege, as many of us do.  Re-distributing food is a justice ministry that has origins in Jesus taking “small potatoes” (a few loaves and fishes) and feeding a multitude.  Our young people have helped a similar miracle happen through this gleaning project called “A Harvest of Hope.”  (Our group of gleaners harvested 13,800 pounds of food last week-end.  As Kelly Sasser says, that’s more than 12 baskets of leftover food!)
My friend, Fr. David McBriar, who is now concluding his work as pastor of Immaculate Conception Catholic Church, has said that “the truth of the gospel, the truth of Jesus Christ is this:  the more you share the more you have.” (from David McBriar, Love in a Paper Sack, p. 97) Another way of saying the same thing is the song I learned long ago, “Love is something if you give it away, you end up having more.”
I have often heard Watts Street deacons, teachers, and mission group members say, “In this mission, this ministry, I have gained far more than I have given.”
We at Watts Street need to thank our small mission team that went a few weeks ago to El Salvador to help build a Habitat house.  Four of our members took time off to go to meet new friends and join hands with Christians in El Salvador who are surrounded by enormous poverty.  Through this mission team, we have seized a chance to form friendships and perhaps a covenant with a sister Baptist church, Emmanuel Baptist Church in San Salvador.  This is a church whose pastor I have met and whose members are involved, as our Watts Street members, in various social justice ministries.  I thank our mission team—Jose, Eric, Laura, and Amy—for their willingness to venture out in faith, to represent our church in this vital mission.  
These Watts Street members have shown us again that “the more you share, the more you have.”  As resources we give are multiplied, so is our energy multiplied and our well-being increased.
The story of the feeding of the 5000 is the story of how Jesus used the offerings of his ragtag disciples to accomplish a miracle.  I don’t believe that this miracle was intended as a long-ago-and-far-away story.  I believe that these miracles continue to happen.  They happen through our Habitat mission group, our Peace and Reconciliation Group, our Walltown mission, our Reconciliation and Re-entry mission, working with an ex-offender; our environmental mission group, our International Mission Group, and many more missions which happen every day through the work of our members as you undertake your daily missions of compassion and justice.
When we are rooted and grounded in faith, centered in God’s grace, we will find that our energies are released, stirring us to continue the ministry of Jesus---to offer him whatever resources we have.
I hope we will then join our Latin American neighbors in this prayer:
          To those who have hunger, give bread.
          To those who have bread, give the hunger for justice.
Amen.
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