In the name of the FATHER, SON, and HOLY SPIRIT, Amen. 

When I was a child I was fascinated by how Jesus multiplied food. My fascination had nothing to do with my current fascination with food. Frankly, I acquired the fascination for food when I first came to the US in 1990. Everything in the US was big. At the Seven Eleven across the railway tracks from Alma college, I would go every evening with my friends to get a Big Bite and a Big Gulp. And before I could even think about it, I fell in love with eating… yes, I know it shows!  

Perhaps that is what is going on in today’s Gospel as well: Fascination with food!  In fact when this crowd finds Jesus the next day, this is exactly what Jesus says to them in verse 26, “Very truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves”.  
Friends I find it truly interesting that today just as in Jesus’ time, we too tend to ignore the signs in our lives and instinctively focus on our own needs for survival.  

Survival was the name of the game at the time when the Gospel of John was written.  Scholars opine that most likely this Gospel was written in Ephesus.  I find it interesting that the letter we just heard today was also addressed to the Ephesians.  I will share more about the community in Ephesus with you next Sunday, so please keep coming, today however, I wish to share with you the social dynamics which surrounds the Gospel of John and which may help us understand today’s Gospel a little better. 
Written around 80 C.E -- perhaps some 30 to 40 years after Paul’s correspondence to the newly forming church communities -- the Gospel of John reflects best a community of believers struggling to retain and protect their faith in a bold and ambitious God while surrounded by those with a very concrete and exclusive perception of the same God. So here is the dynamics: the Jews believed that everything that there was to know about God’s plan for salvation had been revealed through the Torah and the prophets. This is not to say that salvation itself had some how come to a halt. Not so. Jews then, like today believed that God’s salvific act is perpetual. In fact they were desperately waiting for a messiah who would restore them in ways that they thought were desired by God.  

Jesus’ teaching while extremely orthodox in the core of its message, tended to deviate from the salvation narrative held kosher by the Jews.  For instance, Jesus thought that life was more important than the ritual practice of observing the Sabbath. Jesus also thought that the traditional wisdom in maintaining a certain distance from the deity as a measure of respect for the deity was far less important than affirming the close bond that exists between God the Creator Father and the created children.  Jesus also believed that ALL of creation was God’s children and not just one nation. Therefore, Jesus’ message was of accepting ALL of God’s creation as a product of God’s loving labor; this of course did not mean that being inclusive was to continue a life of sin. Confession and repentance of sin, and a complete turn around to receive God’s grace was always Jesus’ core message. Jesus was radical in his teaching, yet he never advocated throwing out the fundamentals of the Jewish faith. 
And this radical approach to understanding God, ironically, began to create a chasm between the Jews and those baptized in the name of the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit; indeed a very intimate new beginning with God started giving rise to the persecution of the newly forming church. 
The country I come from even today lives much of this dynamics.  Christian faith is a radical faith in the presence of Islam which is concrete, exclusivist and pretty much has God’s revelation set in stone. The Christians in Pakistan are therefore very fearful of the majority and much like the Jesus of the Gospel of John they are always hiding from public exposure.  I also grew up in this environment.  In a lot of ways I feel each time that my father wanted to know when I would see the Bishop to give my consent to accept parish ministry, my response, “the hour has not yet arrived” was my fear of public exposure. I feared that my ministry will lead me to trouble.  Interestingly, when I did find myself in parish ministry, that is exactly what happened.   
Yet while in the ministry, I came to understand why Jesus in such a context resisted public exposure; I also came to understand why Jesus performed signs instead of saying things in simple language which could be easily comprehended; I could see the significance of being under the radar. 
But most of all I learned that there is a time and place for everything that we read in the scriptures. Not everything in the scriptures is applicable all the time; and there is nothing in the scriptures that is absolutely irrelevant.  And if we feel today that we have outgrown the scriptures, then, perhaps we have yet to learn from Jesus how to discern the times and situations surrounding us.  Perhaps we have become too ambitious and wish to quickly crown our understanding of an inclusive God by force!  We have perhaps failed to understand that while a multitude are fed, it is the left over fragments that are sufficient to fill the symbolic TWELVE baskets. We have perhaps yet to grasp the length, breadth, height and depth of God’s will working in us. 
Yes friends, God can take the leftovers and nourish the chosen people of God and bring them to a whole without the public, the multitudes, ever noticing the emergence of a new faith community, the new twelve tribes. 
So this is what I take away from today’s lesson: None of us needs to be publicly crowned as a church leader to ensure that the will of God is done in our faith community. The will of God will be done with or without public notice and acclamation, and at a time when the hour arrives. Just as the first church formed, survived and flourished in the most challenging of times, this church by the sea will flourish not only because, like Jesus, it serves great meals at the stewardship council meetings, or it knows how to throw a party for the multitudes, but because after the party is over and everything to be consumed is consumed, the insignificant leftover fragments will sufficiently and quietly bring wholeness to this faith community. 
As this process unfolds, let us bow with Paul before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name. And let us pray that, according to the riches of His glory, He may grant that we may be strengthened, not in our outer public image, but, in our inner being with power through His Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in our hearts, through faith, not just in the story we will be telling publicly, as we are being rooted and grounded in love.  Let us pray that we may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that we may be filled with all the fullness of God.  
And now to Him, who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to Him be glory in this church by the sea and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever, AMEN.
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