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 There is an adult formation series being offered at St. Andrew’s currently called “Embracing an Adult Faith”.   A few weeks ago in a gathering at Barbara and Bill’s home, the topic was - “Who is Jesus?”  Barbara asked us to look at some sketches of Jesus at different points in his life.  She asked to let ourselves be drawn to one, and meditate on it.  Then she asked us to think about who Jesus is for us, and what Jesus is calling us to do and be in the world. 
It’s a very personal question.  Who is Jesus for you?  Our group had all sorts of answers. Teacher. Healer. Prophet. Jewish mystic. Savior.  Model of goodness and kindness.  Son of God.  
John’s entire gospel asks this question over and over again: “Who is Jesus?”  John’s is the gospel where we hear those powerful “I AM” statements about Jesus: “I am the Good Shepherd”.  “I am the Resurrection and the Life”. “I am the Vine”.  “I am the Living Bread”.  John clearly believes that Jesus’ mission is to show the world what God is like.  In the 1st 3 chapters of his gospel, John begins to sketch what God is like. In chapter 1, “The Word became flesh”.  God is accessible and available. In chapter 3, “God so loved the world . .  .”  God is self-sacrificing love.  

Today and for the next 4 Sundays we have challenging spiritual excavation work to do in John, chapter 6.  We will spend five whole weeks on this one chapter of Scripture.  It will give us the chance to go deeper into this complex, multi-layered and rich mystery of who Jesus is, and what Jesus shows us about God.

Today is the 1st installment, and it takes the form of “bookend miracles” – the feeding of the 5,000 at the start, and Jesus’ walking on the water at the other end.  The feeding miracle begins like all Jesus’ miracles, at a point of human need, right there in front of him, and unavoidable.  

So the miracle unfolds: there is a dilemma. There is a huge crowd of hungry people gathered.  Jesus asks the disciples, “What are we going to do about this – what resources do you have to meet the need?”  With pragmatic and reasonable responses from Philip and Andrew, they reply they have nothing nearly substantial enough to feed all those people.  And then, almost as an afterthought, they say, “Well, we do have this boy’s lunch of 5 barley loaves and 2 fish”.  This is a poor person’s lunch. The loaves were small – probably about the size of a dinner roll, and made from barley, the cheapest grain available to make bread.  And the fish were probably something like pickled sardines.
Jesus receives what is offered, gives thanks for those loaves and fish, and then starts feeding the people, giving them as much as they want.  And that cache of bread and fish seems never to run out.  The people eat hungrily, until they are full and satisfied.  Their physical hunger has been cared for.  The first thing Jesus shows about God in this miracle is that God is attentive and responsive to human need.  This is not a distant and uninvolved God, but a responsive, compassionate God.
And then we come to what, for me, is the most fascinating thing in this passage, something I hadn’t paid all that much attention to before – the clean-up phase after all those people have been fed.  
 “Gather up the fragments that nothing may be lost”, Jesus tells the disciples.  The bits of miracle that lay on the ground are the evidence of God’s extravagant and lavish blessing.  They are to be picked up so nothing is wasted.

I tried to put myself in the disciples’ shoes, and wondered what they might be saying to each other as they are walking across the field, picking up those leftovers.  It might have sounded something like this

:  

· “What are we going to do with all this food?”
· “Maybe we should pack up the leftovers and send them home with the people.”
· “If we don’t give this extra food away now, then we’re gonna have to carry all those baskets with us!”

· “You know, do you think the Lord was just a bit excessive?  A small miracle would have been enough.  What was he thinking? 
Through his actions Jesus shows that God goes beyond being merely responsive.  God is really about abundance, about generosity beyond our imagining.  This is about a God whose generosity runs wild.
And Jesus shows us that God is also unpredictable.  God will not be contained or managed, and is not tame. God’s encounters with humanity will not always come in safe, expected ways.

God’s glory and power are revealed in the unpredictable, when we are reminded that God is the Creator and we are the created ones. God’s ways are not our ways, God’s thoughts not our thoughts.  The disciples will learn this very soon after the feeding miracle, when they are rowing their hearts out and the waves are rough, and Jesus comes to them walking on the water. They are scared out of their wits; they don’t know who or what they are seeing.  No, encounters with God are not always sweet and comforting.  They can be frightening and disorienting, especially if some demand for change is being asked of us.  
Have you ever found God to be “reliably unpredictable”, in other words - full of surprises?  Maybe it has been a pleasant and comforting surprise.  And maybe it’s been a jarring and dis-comforting surprise. 

As I pondered that God is unpredictable, I kept on wondering about all those bits of miracle on the ground, the fragments left by the crowd, still there after the people have gone home with their bellies full and their hunger satisfied.  
Why did Jesus send the disciples to gather up all those leftovers?  There must have been some purpose.  There must have been some unknown use for them, because all those fragments were part of God’s miraculous grace, too.

In answering “Who is Jesus?” we are invited to learn more about God. My “aha” learning, or re-learning from this passage is this:  God is so unpredictable - that God wants all our fragments gathered up and given to Jesus, all those parts we would rather discard, forget, and leave behind.  “Gather up the fragments that nothing may be lost”, says Jesus.  

God is not in the business of throwing away any part of creation.  So there is a tender invitation Jesus speaks to each of us:

 “Bring me all your fragments and I will transform them into much more.  Bring me those broken, hurting remnants. The lonely and fearful parts.  Bring your scraps of hope and gratitude.  Bring all those remorseful and repentant crumbs you’ve dropped.  Gather them all up and bring them to me. We will lay them down and feast together at the table where I am Host and you will taste and see that I am good.  That you have been made good.  That life is good.”
This gracious invitation is given every time the Eucharist is celebrated: “Come, beloved, to my table of grace and forgiveness, the table of rejoicing and miraculous new life.

Eat and drink of me. Learn of me. Nothing ever goes to waste in God’s kingdom or at the feast set before you. There are no scraps, no disposables, no worthless fragments here.  I have gathered all that you bring, unto myself, and I am even now making you whole and new.

Coming to know who Jesus is in your life will do that you know.  It will transform you.  And you will find that this Relationship is so good, so life-giving, so fulfilling that you are just not able to keep the goodness, the Divine life and love to yourself.  So Jesus sends us out from the table with a mission - to give God’s love away.
After we are fed by Jesus, we will leave to be about that mission.  To be part of the Jesus movement - giving God’s love away.

I envision Jesus out there, on the streets, in our homes, where we work and play.  And Jesus is absolutely delighted – with his head thrown back in a moment of sheer joy and laughter, because he has shown us and shared with us the abundant and adventurous life of following a completely faithful, responsive, and utterly unpredictable, awesome, Holy God. 

“Who is Jesus?”   Come, and see.  We take his real presence into ourselves here, so we carry his life and love in us to share – out there.  So, come.  Taste, and see for yourself.     Amen.

