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CELESTIAL PICNICS & EVERYDAY MIRACLES:
A Meditation on the Feeding of the Five Thousand

There' sabeautiful church by the Sea of Galilee surrounded by date palms and bougainvillea. It
claimsto bethe site of the feeding of the 5000 — that fabulous picnic that Jesus hosted so long ago. Of
cour se anyone who's been atourist in Israel will tell you that everywhereyou go you'reliterally tripping
over some sacred place that claimsto bethe site of a miraculous event. The church (which callsitself The
Church of the Multiplication) may or may not be the exact site of the feeding of the 5000 but it certainly
happened somewherein that vicinity and the siteis certainly a great onefor a picnic. It’svery closeto the
shor e of one of the most beautiful lakesin theworld. The shorelineis dotted with wildflowers, thelakeis
wonder fully blue and the dramatic Golan Heightsrise acrossthe water. There are seven springs near by
flowinginto thelake. It’sreally perfect. If the feeding of the 5000 didn’t happen here, it certainly should
have.

We can look at that amazing picnicin a number of ways. Many theologians seeit as a metaphor
for the Eucharist. Some seeit asa foretaste of the banquet that awaits usin heaven. Some would say that
it’sa manifestation of the miraculous by God the Son and God the Father. A rational humanist would say
that Jesusinspired peopleto pool their resourcesin away that all were able to sharewhat they had
equally. Coming as| do from Maine, | have no problem believing that a small amount of fish can feed a
large number of people— my grandmother did that by making a great fish chowder with one small
haddock.

But | have no doubt that God is capable of utterly flamboyant miracles— thingsthat | can’t even
begin to comprehend. Our God isa big God, an enormous God who operatesin wayswe can’t fathom.
But there’ s something elsethat’s very striking about this miracle, and that’s the importance of the
disciples. When the disciples cameto Jesus and told him that the people were hungry their first thought
wasto send them back to the village to buy something for supper. But Jesus said, “ You feed them.” He
didn’t haveto usethedisciplesto create this miracle but he chose this moment to teach a very important
lesson, to train them for their mission. All the disciples saw was how little they had — 5 loaves and 2 fishes.
But Jesustelsthem to start with what they’ve got. Jesus subtext was, “ Y ou can solve this problem!”

The problemsin theworld today are perhaps even mor e overwhelming than in Jesus' time.
Human suffering and need are still terrible realities. What can we, asindividuals, do about the vast need
that surroundsus? It’stempting to believe, asthe disciples did, that we have nothing to offer. But Jesus
shows uswhat can be done with energy and teamworKk.

Everybody here probably knows about the dining circlesthat are being formed at St. Andrew’s. |
think they’re a great example of the kind of teamwork that Jesus had in mind at hisimpromptu picnic.
In case you haven’t heard about the dining circles— here s how they came about:

Oneday | wasdoing some (totally unrelated) research on lineand | stumbled acrossan article
about a group of women friends, somewherein the northeast, who met once a month for dinner in a
restaurant. At each dinner, sometime during the evening, the conver sation would turn to the problems of
theworld, to human need and suffering. One night one of the women said, “Well what are we going to do
about it?”



Her€e swhat they came up with — every month instead of going to a restaurant they would sharea
simple potluck supper in each others homes. They would pool the money saved by NOT dining out and
at theend of ayear donateit to a charity that they all believed in. There are now thousands of peoplein
dining circlesaround the US and thousands of dollarsflowing to important charitable work. At our
recent supper on the Feast of St. Mary Magdalene, 6 dining circleswereformed hereat St. Andrew’s
Church. What we all agreed upon was that we wanted to go beyond the concept of a handout. We
wanted to do something empowering for peoplein need.

The charity that will benefit at the end of the year was highly recommended by both our Rector
and our Deacon and it'svery closeto home: The Maya Ministry of Lake Worth. The primary mission of
the Maya Ministry isfamily literacy — and what could be more empowering than literacy? Nearly 100%
of Maya women arrivein thiscountry with absolutely no education. They aretotally illiterate. M ost of
the men have about a 3" grade reading level. Most of the women speak only the Mayan language, some
of the men speak a bit of Spanish. You can imagine the effect that this has on the children. Noonein the
home s capable of helping with homework or reading any correspondence that comes from school.
Young children aretotally unprepared for kindergarten. No oneisableto teach them their ABCsor read
them a bedtime story. And vet thereisagreat desirein this community to read, write, and speak English.
Besidesitsfamily literacy program, the Maya Ministry offers Early Childhood Education and after
school tutoring. In addition, their active HIV/AIDS Prevention Program wasthefirst HIV/AIDS
education in Lake Worth in any language other than English. Until this program started the Mayas
didn’t even know that they lived in an AIDS*hot zone”, with Florida ranked # 3 in the country in AIDS
infections. Maya Ministries also operatesa Y outh Outreach Program for gang prevention and offers
advocacy on issues of human trafficking. And they do all of thison a budget of $150,000 per year. There
areno cushy administrative salariesin this non-profit!

Do wedareto hopethat our dining circles can have an impact? Can we help create some small
everyday miracles by joining together with the Maya Ministry and supporting their effortsin our own
modest way? If you arenot in one of our dining circlesand would liketo be, please see me after the
service. The circleswhich areforming arelooking for membersand you would be very welcome.

Our dining circleswon’t save the whole world, but can we imaginethe miracle of an illiterate
woman learning to read and write? The miracle of that woman helping her child with a homework
assignment? The miracle of that child having successin an English language public school? Can we
imagine the miracle of saving one person from being infected with HIV? Are these the everyday miracles
that are waiting for us?

There are many messagesin tonight’s gospel — it IS a metaphor for the Eucharist and it ISa
foretaste of the heavenly picnic that’swaiting for all of usoneday. And it ISa story about God creating a
miracle. But let’snot wait for God, like some supernatural conjuror, to do something miraculousfor us—
let’s be co-creatorswith God in making our own everyday miracles.

The Gospel

Matthew 14:13-21

Jesuswithdrew in aboat to a deserted place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed him
on foot from the towns. When he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them
and cured their sick. When it was evening, the disciples came to him and said, " Thisisa deserted place,
and the hour isnow late; send the crowds away so that they may go into the villages and buy food for
themselves." Jesussaid to them, " They need not go away; you give them something to eat." They replied,
"We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish." And he said, " Bring them hereto me." Then he
ordered the crowdsto sit down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the two fish, helooked up to
heaven, and blessed and broketheloaves, and gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to



the crowds. And all ate and werefilled; and they took up what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve
basketsfull. And those who ate wer e about five thousand men, besides women and children.

Har per’s Bible Commentary
Matthew 14:13-21

In Mark (6:30-31) thisfeeding took place during the disciples postmission retreat. Matthew placesit
immediately after the account of the Baptist’s death: it was because Jesus heard of that that he went into
retreat. Matthew has Jesus perform healings at this point. Further, he stresses therole of thedisciplesin
distributing the provisionsto the crowds (Matt. 14:19)—their function has a dignity of itsown. The
Evangelist also conformsthe account of the blessing of the loavesto theinstitution narrativein the Last
Supper. Theloaf miracle foreshadowsthe church’s Eucharist.
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