Glimpses into God’s Realm: A Transformative Abundance

Matthew 14:13-21

Miracle stories abound in the gospels. But there’s only one miracle story that’s told in all four gospels. It’s the story of Jesus’ feeding the multitude.

One of the difficult things with any miracle story is to avoid getting distracted by the special effects. Sometimes we get so caught up trying to figure out how things happened that we forget to focus on the why of the story. We get so busy trying to find a reasonable explanation that we fail to open ourselves to mystery and wonder. And when we do that, we miss the glimpses of God’s realm that the stories reveal.

 So if we’re willing to look at today’s miracle story with different eyes, what might we see?
For one thing, this miracle story begins in a lonely place.

Jesus has been rejected in his home town of Nazareth. He’s also just heard that John, his spiritual mentor, has been killed because of a political figure’s jealousy and foolish promise. So Jesus goes away by himself to a lonely place.
I’m guessing that many of us can relate to Jesus’ reaction. We hear about the devastation of the drought in East Africa, and we go a lonely place. We hear about the senseless violence in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and now even Norway, and we’re taken to a desolate place. We hear about the political gridlock that’s crippling our federal government, and we go to a lonely place.

We lose the love, trust, or care of a valued friend or family member, and it takes us to a deserted place. We lose the health, independence, or vitality we’ve so long taken for granted, and we go to a lonely place. We act badly and hurt those who love us, and we find ourselves in a desolate place.

If we can relate to Jesus’ withdrawing to a lonely place, maybe we also can learn something about what’s possible from such a place. Although Jesus might have become trapped by his rejection and grief, he chooses another way.

When he arrives at the desolate place, he finds that a large crowd has followed him. Rather than shutting himself off, Jesus’ heart is filled with compassion. Rather than allowing himself to feel overwhelmed, Jesus decides to respond.

But how he responds may come as a surprise—especially if we look at this story with different eyes.

Jesus walks among the mass of people. More people than would typically live in a single town in that time. People who’ve left behind their homes and risked trekking into the wilderness.
I imagine Jesus’ speaking to small groups of these people. Touching a hand here and a head there. Picking up a child. Offering an encouraging smile.

As evening approaches, his disciples suggest that it might be a good idea to send the people to the closest towns so they can get something to eat. But Jesus has another idea.

The people don’t need to be sent away. The disciples just need to feed them.

The disciples are confused. They have nothing—no food, no reserves. They stare out at a hungry mass that’s looking more and more like a hungry mob.

They tell Jesus, “We have nothing—only five loaves and two fish.”
Jesus says, “Bring what you have to me.” He blesses what the disciples felt was “nothing” and then gives it back to them to feed the crowd. As Matthew tells the story, there was enough so that everyone was full and there was even food leftover.

How often are there times when we feel like we have nothing to offer? We don’t have the right words to say. We’re out of time and resources. We don’t have any physical or emotional energy left. And, on top of that, the needs around us seem so overwhelming that what little we might have would never be enough.

If we look at this story with different eyes, maybe it will remind us that sometimes we’re simply asked to give our nothing—our little loaves and fishes—and then to stand back and watch Jesus teach a different kind of economy—one that grows out of God’s abundance.
As one writer notes: “The God of Jesus knows no limitation. Out of nothing, God creates bara—something. The economy of the [realm] of God is abundant and knows no scarcity.”
The challenge is not only to catch this glimpse of God’s realm, but also to allow the economy of abundance we discover there to transform us. Even though the world operates with economic assumptions of scarce resources, we don’t have to live out a vision of scarcity with our checkbooks, our time, our resources. Even though our culture operates with a system that limits distribution of goods and resources in order to protect the security of the few, we can live into God’s economy of abundance.

Wendell Berry is one of my favorite writers. In one of his poems, he pens, “We pray not for a new Earth and heaven, but to be quiet in heart and in eye clear. What we need is here.”
This poem and today’s story remind us that if we’re willing to open our hearts and see in a different way, we’ll discover that what we have to share is enough—even if that something feels like nothing. In the sharing, what we offer and who we are will be transformed by God’s abundance.

Maybe we can catch one more glimpse of the transformative abundance of God’s realm if we look at this miracle story with different eyes.

We often refer to this story as the feeding of the five thousand. But Matthew adds something. He writes that there were five thousand men who ate—not counting the women and children.

Whether it was what Matthew intended, maybe his telling of this story has something important to say about how God’s abundance is extended to and through those whom often don’t seem to count.

The theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether recalls sitting through a worship service during which the preacher made a wry face as he read the phrase “not counting the women and children”—a face that seemed to reflect his recognition that the text reflected a society in which only men were counted. But despite that recognition, the preacher never commented about the phrase during his sermon.
On the way out of church that Sunday, Ruether greeted a couple. The husband, a former editor of a Catholic magazine, remarked jokingly about the phrase “not counting the women and children.”
Ruether replied that the reason there was so much food was that all the women, as women are wont to do, brought picnic baskets—food enough for themselves, their children, and one or two neighbors. So of course there was more than enough for all. But since the women and children weren’t counted, the gospel writer didn’t know where the food came from and presumed it was a miracle performed by Jesus.

After that experience, Ruether seriously began thinking about the miracle that women are always performing—feeding those who’d otherwise starve because they’re left out of the official ways of counting.
She contends that these “women get no credit because their work in providing this food is also not counted. The gross national product, by which economists measure the output of a nation’s productive work, counts only the products of paid labor.

“This means that the vast amount of work that women do in the ‘informal’ and unpaid sectors of the economy goes uncounted in the GNP. This work includes not only all the domestic work that women do in cooking, housekeeping, and caring for the families within their homes, but a vast sector of work worldwide in which women garden, gather food, and sell goods in the marketplace to garner the wherewithal to feed their children and other dependent family members, including their husbands.”
Ruether points to a United Nations report on the status of women that estimated that women worldwide do two-thirds of the work, received only one-tenth of the wages, and own only one percent of the property. She notes that perhaps even this is an underestimation of the share of work that women do if we consider what feminist economists call the “double work day”—women who must combine work at home with work in the “paid” economy.

This, according to Ruether, also means that women generally work many more hours than men. They get up earlier to do domestic work, then put in eight to ten hours of work outside the home, and return home to put in more working hours.

She points out that the world economy has increasingly split into two sectors—a top twenty percent that enjoys eighty or more percent of the world’s resources and an eighty percent that scrapes along on the remaining twenty percent. A lower fifth of that eighty percent is on the brink of starvation.
It’s women, Ruether argues, who hold back the full impact of this “disastrous maldistribution.” It’s women in Nicaragua, Brazil, and so many other countries who add to the load of their double work day a third sector of work in which they keep the poorest women and children among their neighbors from outright starvation.

In Nicaragua, women run kitchens called “pots of soya” for the poorest women and children. Some countries of the European Economic Community contribute soya flour to these kitchens. The women then manage to get together vegetables and fruits from their own gardens to mix with the soya flour to make a variety of nourishing drinks and main dishes to feed the poorest women and children.
These women—who usually wouldn’t be counted—perform what Ruether calls an “everyday miracle” of feeding others. Just like she imagines the uncounted women did in Matthew’s story.

God’s abundance. It may come from unlikely places—even the lonely places of life. It may come when we feel we have nothing to offer. It may come through those whom typically don’t count.

But—according to the glimpses of God’s realm we get if we look at this story with different eyes—that abundance does come. May we allow that abundance to transform us. Amen.
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