Text: Mark 6:30-44
Introduction/Meditation – The stories are important
As the parent of three young children, one of the things that you spend a lot of time doing is reading stories.  Often there is a quick one before the school bus arrives.  Sometimes during the day when everyone just needs to settle down.  And always before bed – except on Wednesday nights when the kids and the parents have great fun watching WIPEOUT, which if you haven’t seen it is just an excuse for watching people fall in funny ways.  As Mel Brooks said – funny is you falling through a manhole, tragedy is me hurting my little finger (or both my feet as the case may be.)
An important part of reading those stories is selection.  What do I read?  What do I keep on the shelf?  One of the books that came home from the library recently was about fire safety.  And while being terribly concerned and correct – after all who can be against fire safety – the messages it included I just hated reading.  Mom & Dad in the story were careless idiots.  The “heroine” was encouraged to be a chicken little.  Things as overboard as installing a house sprinkler system were encouraged.   But the kids loved the catch phrase – “stop, drop and roll” – and so getting rid of it took some time.
Part of that rotation of stories are bible stories.  But some of those same questions apply.  What Bible stories are must reads?  Which stories are appropriate?  Which ones tell age appropriate lessons of the faith?  Which ones are so central and so important that you must tell them anyway?  As Paul says – “all scripture is God-breathed and useful”, but how it is presented is important, and some of those stories are more important or just reach deeper into our hearts than others.
The crucifixion falls under that last category.  The crucifixion is at the heart of what God did for us in Jesus.  The Father loved you enough to endure that.  As a parent telling that story to a child, it forces you to think and feel the fundamental teachings of the faith.  It is one thing to say that I’m a sinner and that sin is important.  It is another to answer a five year old who asks – ‘why did Jesus have to die on the cross for the bad we do?’ -  that yes, sin, the thing that separates us from a Holy God is that important.  And that God loved us so much that Jesus took our penalty for us.  In fancy terms it is substitutionary atonement.  Kids understand substitution.  Some more than others, but whether is it a child of divorce used to money substituting for time, or a protective mother substituting cheerios for the desired lucky charms, they get substitution at a very young age.  The crucifixion is tough, but foundational.
But what else falls into those must read stories?  And how do you tell them?  Creation is an important story.  There is a Creator, a God, and you aren’t Him - a fundamental truth that builds the emotional and intellectual foundation.   The parable of the sower would also be one of those stories.  That parable is in all three synoptic gospels (John doesn’t really record the parables) and it is given pride of place in Mark.  In Mark understanding the sower means understanding the teaching of the parables.  The sower also has the advantage of being kid friendly and important.  The second they go to school if not before they encounter variety of belief.  Adults ask why some and not others?  Kids ask why does Hashim go to a mosque on Saturday?  Or why doesn’t Jess go to church? Some seed falls on good soil…
Text – why this story is important
But all of that brings us to our lesson today.  This story of the feeding of the 5000 is the only story recorded by all four gospels.  The Holy Spirit and the early church definitely thought it was important.  If for no other reason than that, it should probably be on the list of foundational stories.  But what does it really tell us?  On the surface it looks just like another miracle story.  And if we are being truthful, not that great a miracle story.  What is “multiplying loaves” compared to bringing a dead girl back to life or calming a storm with a word?  Even today people commentating on this story want to turn it into stone soup.  You remember that fairy tale where by convincing a hard hearted village to co-operate a man who provided a stone feeds the whole town with his soup.  In that telling all Jesus did here was convince these Galilean peasants to open their baskets and share with each other.  If this was just a miracle story, it doesn’t seem like it should be the one picked up by all four gospel writers.  If that was the purpose I would think that Lazarus stinking in the grave for 4 days would have been in all of them instead of only John.
Main Point

What I think this story is about is God’s providence - and more specifically His providence for his people.  The context of this story is verse 30.  Jesus has sent – the apostles.  He sent them out to the villages of Israel with authority.  They went out, and now they are coming back and giving the report of what they did.  And Jesus wants to withdraw and spend some time with his disciples alone for let’s say an after action report – to digest what they just did.  But the crowds have a different idea.  From all the villages – probably from all the villages that these twelve were just at – the crowds come out and get to that out-of-the way retreat before Jesus.  And seeing the great crowd that had gathered – Jesus was emotionally moved – they were like sheep without a shepherd.
What we don’t get – because we are from a different culture – is that this crowd had assembled for a specific purpose.  This crowd was 5000 men because this was the gathering of the revolution.  The people had decided that now was the time to re-establish God’s Kingdom – and this Galilean miracle worker Jesus was just the guy to do it.   It is not so much that the gospel writers only cared about the men, if fact Mathew tells us that there were women and children also, but that this was a gathering of men.  Men that John tells us were going to make Jesus King by force.  Men who were going to march behind this new King’s banner against the Romans and any allied with them.  It actually makes you wonder what the disciples had been teaching in their mission trips.  Probably something along the lines of – small quiet voice, repent, large booming voice, the kingdom of God is near!  But that is just my supposition.  And Jesus spends the day re-teaching the gathered crowd.  And when the disciples break in and tell him to send them away – maybe a little worried about false advertising - Jesus answers them back – “you yourselves give them something to eat.”  
But it is too big a job.  They sputter back – you want us to go buy 2/3rd a year’s wages worth and give it to them?  There is no way this will work.  One, we don’t have that kind of money.  Two, even if we did, it would take forever to go find and collect it.  Jesus, you’ve been out in the sun a little too long.  This is not our job.

Undeterred, Jesus commands them to go see how many loaves they do have.  The answer is 5 –and oh 2 fish.  No mention of how those 5 loaves and a couple of measly fish were going to feed 13 people for their retreat.  Maybe they assumed Jesus would provide for them.  Instead Jesus provides for the entire crowd.  But here is the kicker, who saw the miracle?  Did the crowd see the miracle?  Maybe some did, but sitting in 100s and 50s, hungry after long day, and being brought bread by the disciples, they probably didn’t care.  The crowd was just glad somebody had provided.  But Jesus’ disciples, they saw the miracle.  They knew what they were to do.  They saw the 5 loaves, and they picked up the 12 baskets of leftovers.  This miracle was for those disciples.  This miracle was for the believers eyes.
Application – How it should be important to us
That crowd was gathered for the Kingdom.  They were searching and hungry for the Kingdom of God.  And they thought they could force it.  But Jesus calls them sheep without a shepherd.  Is our own age not like that?  Each person goes his own way, doing what he thinks best, but longing for that transcendent moment.  Bruce Springsteen called it ‘glory days’.  Coldplay called it ‘when I ruled the world’.  Others try to find the transcendent in sex.  Some force that moment with narcotics.  Others find it in political movements – not unlike king-making.  We are all looking for that transcendent moment and we want it now.  We want the glory now.  And Jesus looks at that crowd of humanity – those sheep without a shepherd - and has compassion. 

He has compassion in two ways.  1) He tells his disciples to feed his sheep and 2) His providence covers everyone.  That Galilean crowd was dramatically wrong.  The seekers of today can be dramatically misguided.  God still provides.  Luther writes in the Small Catechism, “He gives me clothing and shoes, food and drink, house and home, wife and children, land, animals and all I have.  He richly and daily provides me with all that I need to support this body and life…all of this out of fatherly, divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me.”  God provides.  God’s providence covers us – all of us.  Even those who won’t acknowledge Him or His providence.  And that is for our Christian good.  It allows the wheat and the weeds to grow together.   To interact and reach maturity – each receiving the providential rain.    
But that providence of God goes beyond supplying our daily bread.  It goes so far as to provide our spiritual bread.  That spiritual bread that turns weeds into wheat.  Luther would also write in the small catechism, “I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ or come to Him, but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith.”  That gospel of forgiveness – of atonement through the body and blood of Jesus – is providentially supplied here and around the globe: in the scriptures, in preaching by those called, sacramentally in our own feeding of the multitude and anywhere two or three are gathered.   The inputs to God’s providence always look small – a mustard seed, 5 loaves and 2 fishes for 5000 men, bread and wine and water,  12 apostles (one a betrayer) sent to the entire world, a small congregation sent to a community.  But the providence of God takes no note of the raw material.  We might say derisively, us?  With this?  And Jesus says, go see what you can do.  And he blessed and broke and gave to the disciples…and everyone ate and they were satisfied.  Amen. 
