On the Road with Jesus:  I’m Hungry!


In today’s story we will again meet Jesus and his disciples, on the road.  When I read it I want to encourage you to clearly align yourself with the disciples.  Think about what they must be feeling and thinking and experiencing.  In order to do that, you probably need to be aware of what the disciples have just finished doing.  Jesus sent them off on their first mission, which we talked about a few weeks ago.  He sent them without any money, food, or a change of clothes.  No motel reservations.  They went empty-handed but full of faith to speak the word of God to people, to cast out demons, and to heal.  And that’s what they did.  And now, they have just returned, exuberant, victorious, and exhausted.  

 Mark 6:31-44


Mark Rathman was hunting deer in a wildlife area in northern California.  He climbed to a ledge on the slope of a rocky gorge.  As he raised his head to look over the ledge above, he sensed movement to the right of his face.


A coiled rattlesnake struck with lightning speed, just missing Mark’s right ear.  The four-foot snake’s fangs got snagged in the neck of his turtleneck sweater, and the force of the strike caused it to land on his left shoulder.  It then coiled around his neck.


He grabbed the snake behind the head with his left hand and could feel the warm venom running down the skin of his neck, while the rattles made a furious racket.  He fell backward and slid headfirst down the steep slope through brush and lava rocks, his rifle and binoculars bouncing beside him.  


“As luck would have it,” he later reported, “I ended up wedged between some rocks with my feet caught uphill from my head.  I could barely move.”  


He got his right hand on his rifle and used it to disengage the fangs from his sweater, but the snake had enough leverage to strike again.  Mark said, “He made about eight attempts and managed to hit me with his nose just below my eye about four times.  I kept my face turned so he couldn’t get a good angle with his fangs, but it was very close.  This chap and I were eyeball to eyeball, and I found out that snakes don’t blink.  He had fangs like darning needles. . .I had to choke him to death.  It was the only way out.  I was afraid that with all the blood rushing to my head, I might pass out.”  

The whole encounter lasted about 20 minutes, but felt like a lifetime. When it was all over, Mark tried to toss the dead snake aside, but he couldn’t let go.  “I had to pry my fingers from its neck,” he said.  Later, he walked into the Department of Fish and Game, carrying a string of rattles, and wearing a goofy grin.  He said, “I’d like to register a complaint about your wildlife here.”  


Maybe you’ve never had an encounter with a rattlesnake.  But I told you the story to get you in the right frame of mind for the sermon, because I know you have had days like that.  Everything is coming at you, and all you can do is hang on for dear life.  But in the end, you survived, you were victorious even.  And you were exhausted.  


So, you know how the disciples are feeling at the beginning of this story.  They have conquered demons, they have been agents of healing, they have preached their hearts out, and now, quite frankly, they need a break.


Jesus seems to understand this, and he leads them to a place of rest.  But I envision Jesus sort of chuckling under his breath, knowing that it would not be quite that easy.  Knowing that the hungry crowds would follow them.  And indeed, the crowds even beat them to the rest stop and waited for them to arrive.  And suddenly the weary disciples are back at work, wrestling with the unruly crowd as Jesus teaches. They are so busy that they don’t even have time to eat.  On top of exhaustion, their stomachs are growling so loud that they can barely hear what Jesus has to say.   


You know the feeling, don’t you? You’re tired, you’re hungry, you’re grouchy.  You’re spent.  Somebody has to get rid of this crowd. “Send them away, Jesus, there’s nothing we can do for them here.  Let them go to one of the nearby towns and find a fast food restaurant.”  Sounds logical, doesn’t it? 


The problem with Jesus, of course, is that he functions with a different kind of logic.  


“You give them something to eat,” he said.  

YOU give them something to eat.   That’s the line I want you to home in on, because it’s the crux of the story.  You may want to jump right to the buckets of bread at the end of the story, but you need to linger here for a bit if you want to get in touch with the miracle.  Because this is where it starts.  You give them something to eat.  The miracle begins when the disciples recognize they are called to do something that is absolutely impossible.  They’ve got their calculators going as soon as Jesus is done speaking.  OK, there are at least 5,000 men here, to say nothing of women and children who will probably boost the figure to over 10,000 at a minimum.  If we go to the nearest WaWa to get snacks, we will still be paying more than $20,000 for a single dinner!  Do you think the disciples had that kind of pocket change lying about?  

Absolutely not.  They didn’t have enough money to even buy their own dinner, much less to buy food for this crowd!  Yet there are all these people crying, “I’m hungry!”  

And Jesus says, You give them something to eat.  Impossible.  

But that’s the way it is when you are on the road with Jesus.  From time to time you, too, will be given a challenge that seems impossible.  It seems impossible because it is impossible. 

The challenge may be emotional, or physical, medical, or it could be financial.  The point is that it’s too big, too expensive, too hard;  it’s out of your reach.  Can’t be done.  And yet it lurks, like a nest-full of baby robins with wide-open mouths, saying “feed me.”     

To use an illustration that’s rather close at hand, I want you to think about our building project.  If you haven’t heard already, let me be the first to tell you that after getting bids on the project, the estimated cost is $1.3 million.  And that’s for a very conservative first phase building.  Now, I submit that this is way too big.  It’s out of our reach.  We can’t do it.  It’s impossible.  Yet we also believe that it’s what God has called us to do.  

Instead of Jesus saying, “You give them something to eat,”  he’s saying, “You build that building.”  

How?  

The natural inclination for us, same as the disciples, is to turn God’s call into a human project, and see it purely in human terms.  But if it’s God’s project, then God also has the way to complete it.  The story about the feeding of the multitude will give us some clues as to how to do it God’s way.    

The first clue is this:  Look outside yourself for God’s call.

Very often Christians settle for far less than God’s plan, by creating ministries, programs and buildings for themselves.  Sometimes we talk about our building as a home for Morning Star.  And it will be Morning Star’s home.  But there is a far bigger purpose, and if we’ve forgotten that, we shouldn’t be building at all.  And that purpose is to be a center for mission and ministry to our community.  The church does not exist merely for itself and for its own comfort and nurture.  It exists primarily for those who are still outside the doors of the church.  The people who will one day, through our ministry and through our mission, come to know Christ.  That’s why we’re building.   We are doing it for people who are hungry and thirsty for God.    

You give them something to eat.  You build that building.  Look outside yourself for a sense of purpose and mission.   

Clue #2 is look inside yourself for opportunities to give.  When Jesus said, “You give them something to eat,” the disciples immediately started to throw cold water on the idea. 

Jesus let them vent a bit, and then what did he say?  “OK, fine, how much food do you have?  Go and see.”  In other words, what are your resources?  Don’t talk to me about what you don’t have, let’s see what you’ve got!  

Here’s a story I shared with the Session last week: Charles Spurgeon was a great English preacher who lived a long time ago.  He was invited to a country church by one of its members to help them raise funds to pay off a debt.  The man told Spurgeon that if he would come and speak at this church, he was free to stay over in his country house, his town house, or his seaside home.  Spurgeon did not accept the invitation.  He wrote back and said, “Sell one of the places and pay the debt yourself!”  

It’s interesting, isn’t it?  When we come to Jesus in the first place, so often we come with a somewhat self-oriented attitude.  We have needs for Jesus to fulfill, we have goals that Jesus needs to help us achieve.  We are inward looking instead of outward reaching.  But then when it comes to these big projects that seem so unreachable, we immediately look outside ourselves.  Where can we get that kind of money?  Doesn’t the Presbytery or the Synod have money they can give us to build that building?  Maybe someone will win the lottery.  That would do it.  

But Jesus, as usual, turns everything inside out.  He challenges us to look inside. What are your resources, really?  I don’t think anybody in this room meets the description of the wealthy man that Spurgeon challenged.  But Jesus challenges us all to make a realistic assessment of what we have.  

Jesus doesn’t call you to give what you do not have.  But he does challenge you, and this is clue #3:  to relinquish what you have so that he can make it into a miracle.  

The disciples didn’t have condos and townhouses to sell.  What they did have seemed pitifully useless.  Five loaves of bread, two small fish.  To feed 10,000 people?  It’s ludicrous.  You would never even mention it.  Besides, if it was your snack, and it was all you had, you might just want to keep it to quell your own hunger.  It’s been a long day and it looks like it’s going to be a longer night.  

But Jesus says, bring it to me.  Whatever it is, bring it to me.  Let me take it and make something special out of it.  That means taking a risk and letting go.  

Think of yourself as a baseball pitcher.  You’ve been given the ball.  Just one ball.  Not very big or impressive, when you think about it.  People in the stands are wearing sneakers that cost more than that baseball.  And when you’re holding that ball, you have control.  You could put it in your pocket and walk over to the bleachers.  Or you could toss it aside.  But when you wind up and release that ball, it makes the game happen.  

The story in the Bible is about feeding a crowd of hungry people.  The other scenario I have encouraged you to think about is our building project.  Perhaps in your heart God has also been talking to you about a very personal call, a challenge to reach outward in ministry, and to reach inward to see what gifts you have to accomplish that ministry.  

So, think about your own resources.  Your material and financial resources, your intellectual resources, your skills and your experiences, your spiritual gifts.  Maybe they’re big, and then again maybe they are very small.  But size isn’t what matters.  What matters is that you give them over to Jesus.  Really give them.  If you keep them in your pocket, maybe they will help you eke by.  But if you turn them over to Jesus, well. . . look what he did with just a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish.  The possibilities are endless.    
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