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What do Thanksgiving dinner, Chinese New Year celebration, or a wedding banquet have in common?  Well, plenty of food, of course!  And when you have lots and lots of food, like in a buffet, you would also expect to have plenty of leftover as well!  Don’t we all love leftover?  Some people do, some don’t.  The question is though, what do you do with the leftovers?  Some people just leave on the table all the excess food that they didn’t get to eat and walk out, while some would “doggy bag” them and take them home for future meals?  

In my family, we never take food for granted.  So whenever we have any leftovers, my mom would always save it later on, put in the fridge…or if we go out to eat, if we have any leftover (in a very rare occasion), we would take them back home.  

Unfortunately not everyone is as frugal as my family when it comes to food.  I remember, one time I was eating with some friends at a diner.  You know some diners usually bring you a full basket of bread at the table, even as you sit down.    I remembered at the table next to us was a couple who barely touched any of the bread in the basket….perhaps they were on a low-carb diet.  Anyway, at the end of the meal, the waitress simply came over and took all the dishes away, including the basket-full of bread.  She simply tossed everything into the garbage.  

As I was watching all this happened, my heart was greatly disturbed.  My thought wasn’t at the couple who didn’t finish their meal and walked out into the parking lot or the waitress who was simply doing her job of waiting the table…and earning her tips.  My thought was on the basket full of bread that was tossed into the garbage…how that basket full of bread could’ve been used to feed those children who are malnourished and do not have enough to eat, those who go to bed hungry every night or don’t know where their next meal will come from.  I was deeply troubled by those thoughts for the rest of that evening.


In our passages that we just read, we also read about a bunch of starving people….about 5,000 men.  Keep in mind that that figure only included men who were present.  There were also women and children as well…so figure the total number could very well be 2-3x that.  

Believe it or not, THIS was the only event that was recorded in all four of the gospel.  So this is a pretty significant event in Jesus’s ministry.  Each, however, offers a slightly different perspective and emphasis of the event while addressing a different target audience.  We read the Matthew and the John versions of it and right away we notice a few differences. 

Typically this passage has been read with Jesus being the main center of focus and that He carried out the miracle to feed all those people.  However, there were also others of whom we can read this story through their lenses as well, what about the crowd, the disciples and of course the boy who volunteered to give up ALL that he had.  As I was re-reading this passage, I wonder what was going through these characters' minds as this whole chain of event was developing. 

From the crowd’s perspective, my initial thought was why they didn’t bring any food with them.  You would think that someone would bring along some food for the trip, right?  If not the men, I’m sure the women and the children would!  Or perhaps they did all have their food with them, but they just simply didn’t want to share it with others?  I find it hard to believe that of all those people there, only a small boy with only 5 loaves and 2 fishes was willing to share his food with others.  Seriously…come on?  And besides, what are 5 loaves and 2 fishes going to do in feeding a crowd like this?  What were this boy and the disciples thinking? 

Interestingly, if you noticed, the boy was only mentioned in the Gospel of John.  He was nowhere to be found in all the other three gospels.  Hmmm….interesting isn’t it?  Why wasn’t the boy even mentioned at all in the other three gospels?  They mentioned about the food but not where it came from.  Well, that certainly changed the whole complexion of the story, didn’t it?  The focus had shifted from not so much of the quantity or what the boy had to offer (the 5 loaves and the 2 fishes) but the ultimate motivation, courage, willingness to share, and faith that this boy had demonstrated that many of his adult counterparts, including the disciples lacked. 

What about the disciples?  They also played an important role in this story also.  They were kind of caught in-the-middle.  It was the disciples who noticed that it was getting late and they have a real problem at hand with more than 5,000 hungry people in the middle of the desert.  They were probably tired, thirsty and hungry.  So what did the disciples do?  They turned to Jesus.  Should they just disperse them and pass on the responsibilities back to the crowd, saying…. “Hey, you’re on your own….come back tomorrow and make sure you bring your lunch and dinner with you?  We’re not responsible for feeding you all, you know.”  Interestingly, not only did Jesus tell the disciples not to send the crowd away, but He gave the disciples an order that “YOU give them something to eat!”
 

It’s not MY responsibility to feed them, it’s YOURS!!!  All Jesus did was asking the disciples to gather up what they had.  After He had blessed them, gave thanks to the Heavenly Father and He gave them to the disciples to be distributed among the crowd….and miraculously there were 12 baskets of leftovers.  

How often do we act like the disciples by tossing our hands up in the air, complaining about what we don’t have enough of and informing Jesus that He needs to do something, when in fact, Jesus was telling the disciples that it is their responsibilities to feed those who are hungry and thirsty, clothe those who are naked, and care for the widows and orphans.  “YOU give them something to eat!” 


The key to our story, I think, is that God can use whatever we have (like the little boy) and magnify it in order to fulfill God’s purpose here on earth.  It’s about our willingness to surrender what we have and to share it with others, by prayerfully dedicating our resources (our time, our talent, our energy, our space and our money) and not squandering them for God’s use.  Jesus’s ministry didn’t have a big budget, a huge staff, a big worship sanctuary with tall steeple either.  He invested heavily upon the lives of everyday folks in the Kingdom of God.  A simple act of self-sacrifice by the little boy was able to accomplish greater mission for God’s kingdom.  It doesn’t take much.  It doesn’t take much at all.  



Recently I participated in an event at Princeton Seminary that was heavily funded by an endowment left by a very successful man named Joe Engle.  Engle was a businessman who had no children of his own.  Upon his death in 2010 and subsequently his wife’s death, it was part of his philanthropic desire to give away ALL of his money to others.  His endowment supported many teaching fellowship and higher education and learning among church leaders, scholars and seminaries (including Princeton and Union).  Joe Engle’s legacy lives on because he was willing to give ALL of what God has given and blessed him with.  He did it graciously, willingly, and humbly much without fan-fare or recognition, just like the little boy.  God’s grace is sufficient for all of us to share.   


We began earlier talking about leftovers.  I would like to think that leftover is a sign of God’s graceful abundance to us.  We certainly do not expect it, nor do we deserve it.  Nevertheless, God provides for us out of God’s graciousness and expects us to share our abundance with others.

Whether it’s extra food, money, space or time, whenever we have “extra”, it doesn’t mean that we get to keep more for ourselves, whereas we are supposed to share God’s abundance with those around us.  There might be others who are less fortunate than we are.  On the news these days, we hear about continuing the violence in the Middle East and the health epidemic in western Africa.  These are all God’s children who deserve the same amount of respect and a state of mind for peace and medical care treatments as well.


Unfortunately often times our minds become too narrowly focused.  We take care for ourselves first rather than others.  In our passage, Jesus was described as having “compassion” for the crowd and he cured their sick, even though He was a busy man Himself going from one village to another.  He needed the time alone to go to the mountain to pray.  Jesus also needed some “me and my dad” time.

Often times we focus on what we don’t have, rather than what we do have?  Many of the disciples were worried that they did not have enough to feed the people.  They stared at each other and automatically assumed that it was IMPOSSIBLE for them to do this.  They have undermined the power of God’s miracle.  It wasn’t so much about the amount of bread or the money that they lack in providing for the needs of the people, it was the amount of faith that they need in realizing the greater miracle of God.  

The disciples felt that they need to provide for the people singlehandedly for their physical welfare, however, the people didn’t just come because of their physical needs, but they came because of their spiritual needs.  It was a spiritual feasting and feeding that occurred where everyone was gathered in one place in the same Spirit.  And they were “satisfied” and were “filled”…and STILL there were plenty of leftover remaining, when all is said and done.  

In a moment, we will once again be coming before the LORD’s table of blessing.  As Jesus commanded us to “Go and give them something to eat!” we are reminded of God’s abundant blessings – those basket full of leftovers that we are to share not just among ourselves but with those who are in needs.  The 12-baskets represent the fullness of God’s people and God’s abundance of grace. 

This heavenly feast is a buffet of God’s blessings poured out upon God’s people.  Through this bread and this cup, Christ has invited all of us to be fed and to be His disciples in order that we may go out and feed others with God’s goodness and grace.  We pray each day that the Holy Spirit would open our eyes and see God’s miracles of transformation in not only in our lives but also in the lives of others.  

In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.

� Matthew 14:16










