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What Are Our Assets? 

John 6:1-15

CWZepp, BWCOB, July 26, 2009

One of my primary jobs as a preacher, as I see it, is to seek new perspectives for understanding and hearing the message of the scripture in and for our own time and place.  This is especially true when a given scripture is familiar and well known, such as the story we just heard of Jesus feeding the 5,000.  The temptation and tendency is to settle for traditional interpretations that have been worked out over time and which many of us have learned about since childhood.  

For those of you who know me, you know that this is where movies often come into play.  Movies are like modern parables – stories that give us metaphors for understanding and gaining new perspective on life and faith, new ways of seeing things that we thought we already new everything about, new ways of engaging the heart and mind with truth that may have become stale.  

The clip I now want to share with you comes from the 1987 movie The Princess Bride.  For those of you who have not seen it, it is a classic satirical comedy that capitalizes on the conventions of fairy tales, love stories, and swash-buckling pirate films.  In this scene, the protagonist, Wesley, who by this point has taken on the identity of the Dread Pirate Roberts, has been “mostly dead” all day.  His companions have sought out Miracle Max to try to bring him back to life so that Wesley can save Princess Buttercup, his true love, from marrying Prince Humperdink against her will.  The scene picks up as Miracle Max is putting the finishing touches on his miracle cure….

Show 3½ minute clip from Princess Bride where Inigo and Fezzik use a miracle pill from Miracle Max to revive Wesley (the Dread Pirate Roberts) from “mostly death” and face the challenge of needing to storm the castle and stop Buttercup’s wedding against impossible odds and with minimal assets...

I don’t want to spoil the ending for the uninitiated, but you can probably imagine where things go from there.  Let’s just say that our heroic trio uses their newly expanded compliment of assets to great effect, and in so doing, turned the impossible into reality.  It turned out that Miracle Max wasn’t the only one who could work miracles.  Isn’t that what a miracle is – the impossible becoming possible?  The inconceivable becoming reality?  

Too often when we read the story of Jesus feeding the 5,000, we get bogged down in the mechanics of the miracle:  Did it actually happen?  Which gospel version of the events is most accurate? (they are different you know!)  Did Jesus literally take 5 loaves and 2 fish and supernaturally multiply them into more and more?  Or was it more like a miracle of social dynamics and sharing?  What would a video of the events have looked like.  

But to get wrapped up in such questions, is I think, to largely miss the point of the story.  Though the details differ from gospel to gospel, there is more unanimity in telling this story among the 4 gospel writers than just about any other event in Jesus’ life, including the Christmas and Easter stories.  In fact, this is the only miracle of Jesus that is described in all four biblical gospels.  Given that reality, it is clear that this story was seen as holding a central truth for the early church – that it was seen as key to understanding who Jesus was and what he was all about.  Regardless of the mechanics of the miracle, what we must discern in our day is not whether or how the event happened, but rather why the early church and the gospels writers saw it as so important and revealing.

And that is where Wesley helped me to gain a new perspective on the story.  He and his companions faced an impossible situation – 3 men against 60.  But by taking stock of their assets and liabilities, and probing for hidden assets that might get overlooked, what was at first inconceivable began to seem feasible.  

With the movie metaphor side by side with the gospel in my mind, I let my imagination run free a bit, and I begin to see the scene from a different perspective.  I imagine something like this: Jesus and his companions have retreated to the far side of the Sea of Galilee after another long and tiring spell of public healing ministry.  They’ve just sat down together when Jesus spies a large crowd coming up the side of the mountain toward them.  He knew that they would be expecting another miracle – that’s what attracted them in the first place and that’s what kept them coming back for more.  “No rest for the weary,” he must have thought to himself.  But then he was struck with an idea.  An idea that at first seemed impossible to pull off.  “No,” he must have thought to himself, “it’s too many people – no way it would work.”  But then he remembered that Philip was native to the area.  So he asked Philip where they might be able to find bread for the crowd to eat.  He knew what Philip’s response was going to be – heck it was his first instinct too.  No way could they get enough bread to feed everybody.  Philip’s response was what you’d expect from any sane person – way too many people to even think about it.  Even if they wanted to, it would take more than half a year’s pay to buy enough bread to even attempt to feed the crowd.  Nope not going to happen.  Next question please. But Jesus was looking for someone to give him a reason not to give up the idea, a reason to give it a try.  He obviously wasn’t going to get it from Philip.  He looked around at the other disciples as the crowd began to gather round them.  “Maybe it is a bad idea,” he thought.  Some ideas are best left to die quickly and quietly.  

Andrew saw the disappointment in Jesus’ eyes and wanted to do something about it.  He looked around him quickly, scanned the crowd as if somewhere in the midst of all the people he would discover either a whole lot of bread or a whole lot of money.  All he saw was people, people, and more people.  But he wanted to say something, do something to help Jesus out.  Then he spotted a kid sitting down on the edge of the group who was starting to pull his lunch out of his satchel.  Without thinking, he blurted out, “There’s a kid over there who has some food – looks like about 5 poor man’s loaves and a couple of sardines.”  Immediately he was wished he hadn’t opened his mouth.  With an embarrassed grin he added, “But that won’t do anything to help us feed a crowd this big.”

But that was just what Jesus needed.  A slow smile grew on his face.  Yes.  Yes!  Of course!  Why hadn’t he thought of it before?  It was perfect!  Quickly Jesus sprang into action.  He told the disciples to have the crowd sit down in the grass and get ready for a meal.  He went over to the boy whom Andrew spotted and asked if he was willing to share his food.  When the boy said yes, Jesus took the bread, got the attention of the crowd, and offered the traditional blessing used in every Jewish home around the dining room table: “Blessed art Thou, O Lord, our God, who causest to come forth bread from the earth.” 

It took a few moments, but soon it dawned on both the disciples and the crowd what Jesus was doing.  In the next hours, the crowd joined Jesus and the disciples for a family meal – a meal that not only filled their stomachs but also lifted their spirits, a meal that reminded them of their shared faith, their shared story, of the provision of manna when their ancestors were wondering in the wilderness.  They didn’t know it then, but looking back the disciples would recognize hints of another meal they would share with Jesus, of a wholly different kind of life giving bread.  And years later, when the early followers of Christ heard the story, they also saw glimpses of the meal they hoped to one day share with Christ in the age to come – the heavenly banquet where no one who showed up would be sent away hungry, when all would sit down at a common table, all children of the divine, members of a common household of faith. 

I don’t know about you, but for me, to re-imagine a story breathes new life into it.  And as I have been replaying the scene over in my mind and heart, it has helped for me to imagine Jesus struggling to face up to a tough and some would say impossible situation.  A situation in which Jesus wants to do something, but is long on liabilities and short on assets.  

Because isn’t that where we often find ourselves in life?  With a long list of liabilities and a short list of assets?  These days many individuals, families, businesses, charities, and even governing bodies around the country and around the world are facing the painful realities of shrinking assets and mounting liabilities.  Faced with such realities, it is difficult to imagine alternative realities.  But it doesn’t take an international economic crisis to put us in this position.  We are quite accustomed to situations where desired outcomes seem impossible.  Its just part of our life.  Whether it is learning to accept that you are never going to lose the weight you want to after several failed attempts to diet, or accepting that there will always be starving people in the world no matter how much charity work we do to relieve hunger; whether it is believing that you are never going to be able to end an addiction, or believing that the conflict in the Middle East has no hope of resolution; whether it is knowing that your recent bipolar diagnosis means you will never live the life you wanted, or knowing that we will never find a cure for cancer – we know what it means to be resigned to a fate that is less than we desire because we believe that something better is impossible, at least without a miracle.  

But this was story was a miracle.  Perhaps a miracle of supernatural power.  Or perhaps a miracle of social dynamics.  But most definitely a miracle of transformed vision – of making what seemed impossible possible.   And it all started when Jesus challenged the disciples to reconsider their assets.  Maybe that is why this story of Jesus feeding the multitude was so central to the early church.  Because it too had a long list of liabilities – a crucified leader and founder, hostility from the established religious authorities, persecution and oppression from the ruling civil authorities, and widespread misunderstanding about the nature of their faith.  And its assets, on the surface and in the conventional sense, were few – it would be over three hundred years before the church would become culturally acceptable and begin to achieve the level of influence and wealth that it has enjoyed through most of western history since the 4th century.  But when the faithful remembered this story – a story of how Jesus turned an impromptu crowd looking for miracles of healing into a family meal of bread and fishes shared in miraculous fashion – they must have taken heart.  Because it reminded them that they were part of the divine family in which all things are possible.  It reminded them that when Jesus calls the family together, to sit down at a common table, the inconceivable becomes feasible.  It reminded them that no matter how bad their circumstances, no matter how bleak the outlook, or how dim the future appeared from where they were sitting around the family table – they were part of something bigger than themselves.  

That asset – that sense of belonging to an extended family – a family with a long history of wonders and miracles – a family where thanks were given and bread shared no matter how meager – a family where all are invited to sit down together at a common table without distinction – a family in which no one is turned away and all are welcome without reserve – that asset is a miracle that makes more miracles possible.  

Albert Einstein once famously said, “The way I see it you have two ways to live your life: the one as if no miracles exist and the other as though everything is a miracle.”

So when the hungry are looking for food, when the sorrowful are looking for comfort, when the confused are looking for direction, when the bitter are looking for reconciliation, when the powerless are looking for strength, when the addicted are looking for deliverance, when the fearful are looking for courage, when the hopeless are looking for hope…we should ask ourselves “What are our assets?”  Whatever we have to share, we should share.  But then we should ask ourselves the question again, and we must take care that we don’t overlook what is perhaps our greatest asset – the miracle that is our family of faith – a family in which the impossible becomes possible.  Because we do not come here alone, or as family groups, or even as one congregation, but as members of the household of God.  And when we sit down together and even one of us offers what little we have to Jesus to bless and do with as he will – anything is possible.  And everything is a miracle
