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After a year or more of watching Jesus heal sicknesses and make the lame walk and give sight to the blind, did the twelve get accustomed to it all? Like, oh there Jesus goes again, off on a healing spree. Did it become so normal, so usual, that the miracles were no big deal? Did they get used to them, as if it was just another day in paradise? 


While Jesus healed the sick of the crowd that day, a crowd that was at the very least 5000 and could have been upwards of 15000 or 20000, what were the disciples doing? Were they sitting around, off to one side, discussing the latest negotiations between the gladiators' union and the arena owners? Were they bantering back and forth, like men do, poking fun at one another, talking about women, what can you do, and oh, how are your kids doing, and what's the weather supposed to be like tomorrow, I sure hope it rains, this heat wave is killing the grapes? 


All the while, over there, thousands sat or stood or paced, waited with eyes watching, staring, tracking Jesus, hope growing as he neared. All eyes were on Him as He walked through the crowd, touching this little crippled one on the head, grasping that one's shriveled up hand, bending down to rub some saliva-salve on a leper, telling that lame guy over there to get on up and walk, smiling a smile that left hearts and people weeping with joy. 


Or did the disciples follow after Jesus, like ducklings follow single file after their mother, because watching Jesus do miracles and healings never got old. As they walked behind Jesus, the lame jumped around like spry and energetic children, the blind gazed around at the beauty of creation for maybe the first time, the deaf heard the birds and the crickets and indescribable marvel could be seen to burst upon their faces. The disciples got the hugs and the hand shakes and the heart-felt thank-yous, because Jesus just kept going, healing, touching, re-creating. 


No, I don't believe it ever got old for them. What did get old, I'll bet, was witnessing so much sickness and tragedy, because like flies to a carcass, the diseased and demon-possessed were drawn to Jesus from all over. What got old was the realization of their inabilities to do what Jesus was doing. His compassion was contagious, it was infecting them more and more with each miracle, each healing, each day. The infection was driving them insane desire to act, to do something, for so many in need. The compassion of Jesus they felt had them nearly crazy to help. 


They saw so much sadness. They met so many people in need of miracles, miracles only Jesus could do. It must have been more than the twelve could deal with at times. Great throngs of people, deathly ill people, crippled, maimed by life's cruel jokes, unable to work, unable to provide for their families, destined to beg for a meal a dog would turn its nose up at. Who wouldn't feel compassion for them?


Now, nighttime had come and bellies were empty, some probably since morning or before that. The disciples were getting hungry too, and their meager supply of food was not going to be a feast by a long shot, even for the twelve and Jesus. No matter how you sliced and diced them, five loaves of bread and two fish weren't going to go far. Let alone, that mass of humanity before them. 


Compassion was urging them to do something, but what? Hand out the bread and fish till they were all gone? Then what? They'd be left once again with a compassion that needed to do something, but would be unfulfilled because it never seemed to be enough. 


No, the stories of miracles and healings never grow old. What grows old is the growing sicknesses and tragedies and poverty and grief. What grows old is those commercials. I can hardly watch them anymore. They sometimes go a full two minutes, an eternity in a 30-second sound bite world. You know the ones. Little ones, children, sitting on the ground, their flimsy cardboard hut of a home in the background, looking at the camera with those big innocent eyes. A fly lands and our hand twitches, because our natural instinct is to swat it away. But they just sit there as the fly walks on their head, in their eyes, around their mouth, and they're so weak they can't even move to swat this petty annoyance away. 


So much sadness in the world. So much disease and needless suffering and death. 90 some people killed by some crazed nut, and by the miracle of modern technology, we get to stare into the faces of the grieving, right through the camera, thanks so much CNN. Tsunamis and hurricanes and tornadoes wreak destruction and ruin, and thanks to the media, we get a front row seat to the intense sadness. No one wanted a ticket to this drama. Yet to close our eyes or change the channel seems heartless and so cold.  


So many babies, killed before they could even take a breath of air. So much sin all around us, made legal, as if it were a right that people deserved. Families torn apart by abuse, couples not honoring by the vows they made, because he changed, she changed, I deserve a better life, I don't have to take this, there's got to be someone better out there.


While out there, kids shoot each other and lives are ruined by a moment's indisgression and drug dealers and cartels spend millions on fancy SUVs and mansions. Politicians argue and position themselves for reelection campaigns while the country teeters on the brink of unfathomable debt, so astronomical a figure that 99% of us cannot get our minds around it. 


What else gets old is the near-constant feeling of inadequacy to the task. It's hard to deal with it all, because most of us, most people in fact, have at least an ounce of compassion for those we see suffering from pain or loss. It's especially stressful as a Christian, because the compassion we feel is born and spurred and fueled by the compassion God has shown us. We love because God first loved us and it's not something we can just shut off. Compassion wants to act, to do, to help, to heal. 


Yet, if we were to attempt to help every children's organization that pleaded for our help for starving children overseas, that alone would empty our savings. If we were to help every country devastated by a natural disaster, we'd have to work three jobs just to keep up. There's so much sickness and disease out there, it would take a whole nation of people giving twenty-four seven, 365, just to get them by, let alone the thousands that are born each day into poverty.


So, the disciples did the only thing they could do, even as their compassion was itching to do more. They went to Jesus and asked him to send the people away, there were just too many of them and not nearly enough to feed the multitude. This was no place for them, especially the little ones. They needed food, shelter, a place to sleep,  and we can't give it to them, Jesus. Though we'd sure like to. Oh, how we'd like to. You know we'd like to, because we're infected with your compassion. It's gripped us by the throat and left us heady with its intensity, but there's only so much we can do. We're only human.


Jesus' response must have stunned them and made their eyes pop wide open. “Feed them.” Feed them? How were they going to do that? With what? Lord, we are not even sure the villages  nearby are going to be able to handle this crowd. Feed them? Incredulous to even think that! Impossible!! 


The way the sentence is structured, Jesus said, “You, you give them to eat.” As if all along, they had the ability. Mouths flopped open. Tongues stammered. But. . . but . . . we can't. We've already considered what few choices were available, because we want to. We'd love to feed them, there's just not enough. 


But there was no “Oh, I was just kidding” from Jesus. There was no smile on his face. He merely said, “Bring what you have to me.” He took over where the disciples left off. With a motion of his hand for the crowds to sit, and a simple look up to the Father who abundantly provides and with a quiet blessing, it began. 


Or rather, they began. They fed the crowd. Until the crowd was satiated, full up, stuffed, if you will. The disciples participated in the miracle of the feeding. They got their opportunity to be the hand s and feet of a burst of divine, heavenly energy. They got to not only feel the compassion of Jesus, but put it into action. 


So they distributed. And they distributed. And they did it some more. And you can almost see them, as they walk among the thousands, looking across the crowd at each other, and the smiles just keep getting bigger and bigger and bigger. The astonishment in their eyes was very nearly thick enough to cut with a knife. Every time they would break off a hunk of bread or cut the fish up, more appeared. Right there, in their hands. Oh how exhilarating it must have been. To put compassion in action. 


Then, they had leftovers to collect. They took the baskets up to the Lord and well, I don't know for sure what they did then, but I know what I would have done. I would have fallen to my knees, face-planted my nose in the dirt and just laid there. Weeping with joy. Overcome with emotion. Realizing that I had just been a tool of God. Touched by his grace, made a conduit of his love, a participant in God's gracious act of compassion on humanity. 


We can't. How many times have we said that? We want to. Make no mistake, the desire is there. The compassion is there, in heaping quantities. The compassion of Christ is eating away at us, wanting to  get out and do something. We want to stand up for the unborn. We want to feed the children, especially right here in our beloved neighborhoods. 


But we're so few. We're just a small church. We can only do so much, give so much, while still caring for those we are supposed to care for. There's so much to do. So many mouths to feed. So many people lost in sin, bound in chains of guilt, marching blindly toward the abyss. So many lives bound up in suffering and stuck in fallible failing bodies every day. What can so few do for so many?


What we can. We can, because we have seen Jesus' compassion in action. For here, we have been fed the bread of life. Here, we have been filled with the Lord's goodness and grace. Here, we are immersed in His unconditional compassion and infinite mercy. Here, we have been fed until we are satiated, by the miraculous presence of His body and His blood, given and shed on the cross for all. 


This is what our God does. He takes something small and makes it ginormous. He takes one man's death, one horrific crucifixion, and turns it into the greatest miracle the world has ever seen. Jesus' single body, given for the multitude of your sins. Past sins, present sins, and future ones. He covers them all with his single death.


Not just for you, though. The Father takes that one death and covers a myriad, a plethora, a world of sin. Past sins, present sins, future sins, of all mankind. You thought feeding five thousand with five loaves and two fish was a miracle? Get a load of this: Jesus' one day of suffering, Jesus' single life of sinlessness, take care of all sin. With leftovers, enough to forgive the sins of however long the world remains in existence.  


Feed them. You, you give them something to eat. And when we look around and see how hopelessly inadequate we are, we must first turn right back around and take our selves and our limited supply to the Lord for His blessing. He does that, and out we go, out there, into the crowds. Each gift given, each basket shared, each bottle filled with coins, given to Jesus. And He takes them and blesses them and uses them. 


He stretches your few dollars farther than you ever thought possible. He multiplies your two cans of food and feeds a whole family. He takes your spare change and saves a baby that might otherwise have been aborted. In ways this side of heaven we may never be able to comprehend, He makes your gifts do so much. And each morsel we give, each word of life we speak, each hug we give and tear we cry with others, God multiplies. He uses for his purposes and feeds the needy, feeds them His mercy and grace, through us. 


What can we who are so few do for so many? We are already doing so much, yet I'm sure you may not think that. Not with what you see out there, in your neck of the woods. You've stood there and shook your head with disappointment, because so much needs to be done for so many, and there's just not enough to go round. Burning inside is the compassion, the compassion of Christ that you have felt and that lives in you, that wants to act, wants to feed, clothe, visit, provide a cool drink, spread some Good news. 


Don't be discouraged by the little we seem to be doing for those in need. Rather, with this Gospel lesson before you, be encouraged to hope and pray that God will multiply our meager gifts of loaves and fish. How many lives has He touched with them? How many hearts have had faith blossom through the hard soil of sin, bringing another sinner into heaven's realm? When we put our compassion in action, God adds his compassion and the action is always amazing and the results are always miraculous. And it never, ever grows old. Amen. 
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