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THE NINTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

4-D Faith
Ephesians 3:14-21; John 6:1-21

I hope that you were able to watch the opening ceremony of the London
Olympics on Friday evening.  In keeping with the trend of these ceremonies,
it was certainly a grand and glorious event.  Director Danny Boyle wanted to
illustrate the history of London through the centuries so he treated us to what
he called “a living movie.”  Indeed it was like watching a movie.  The sets and
costumes were elaborate and the technological aspects of the performance
stole the show.

As the drama unfolded, a pastoral setting gave way to the agrarian
culture which evolved into the industrial revolution.  Not only did chimneys rise
into the sky and actors portray the work of factories but simulated smoke
belched from the chimneys and along with it the acrid smell of sulfur.  The
spectators were able to experience a bit of what citizens of London saw, felt,
smelled a hundred years ago.  This addition of smell, touch, and taste in such
dramatic presentations is what some people call a 4-D experience.  Some of
you have been in theaters where during a scene involving rain you felt mist
being sprayed on you.  In a storm scene you felt wind blowing or during a car
chase your seat shifted back and forth.  4-D technology adds these
experiential features to help the audience better experience and understand
what is happening on the screen or stage.  One sees the big picture and
experiences the drama in all of its fullness.  During the segment which
highlighted the technological revolution on Friday night, the audience became
part of the drama when 650,000 LEDs mounted on the stadium seats flashed
to the rhythm of the music or provided animation to illustrate the scene on the
field below.  Certainly for the people in the stadium it was an experience
involving all of the senses.

Surprisingly I had been thinking about such experiences all week as I
reflected on today’s worship.  Even more surprising, it was the Apostle Paul
who suggested that we experience God’s wonder in the same way Danny
Boyle portrayed London’s evolution over many centuries.

I certainly don’t mean to suggest that Paul would have us train 10,000
volunteers to act out the Gospel in all of its full-blown glory or pass out fish
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and bread for a morning snack.  No, I mean that Paul and Danny Boyle
obviously think alike in terms of how we should best understand things that
are important.  

In the brief passage I just read from his letter to the Christians in
Ephesus, the Apostle Paul allows us to overhear one of his prayers.  Paul has
been in jail because, much to the disapproval of the Jewish authorities, he
preached that the Gospel is for all people, Gentiles and Jews alike.  In the
middle of his letter he turns aside and prays that his Christian friends will get
the big picture, that they will be completely filled with the Spirit of God and see
the full dimensions of God’s love.  In his gifted poetic style, Paul says, “I pray
that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the
breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that
surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God”
(3:18-19).

Paul is talking about abstract ideas: power, Spirit, faith, love, fullness of
God.  Those concepts in and of themselves have no physical aspect, yet Paul
prays that his friends will be able to comprehend “the breadth and length and
height and depth.”  He wants them (and us) to be able to experience faith in
tangible ways, to see and feel, taste and smell and hear it in the fullness of its
wonder.

It is that same realization that Jesus was trying to convey to his
disciples one clear, beautiful morning on a hill by the Sea of Galilee.  I know
that we heard the story of the Feeding of the Five Thousand last week, but
while it is still fresh on our hearts, I thought it is worth hearing again.  It is one
of those stories that we can read and hear over and over and always discover
something significant from a different angle.

It is precisely a different angle that John uses to tell the story, quite
different from Mark.  John tells us that Jesus and his disciples crossed over
in a boat but arrived at that deserted place before anyone else.  It seems that
they had time to find a comfortable spot on the hillside overlooking the sea.
Maybe it was a shady spot with an outcropping of rocks on which they could
sit.  Perhaps there was a stream of fresh, cool water nearby that danced its
way down the hill where it splashed eagerly into the waiting sea.  Maybe there
was lush green grass there where they could stretch out, watch the clouds
float by, and nap as they sun moved across the sky.  For whatever reason
they chose their spot, it was high enough to give them a good vantage point
to see the crowds of people who were coming their way.
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As John tells it, Jesus started the conversation about food.  “Where are
we going to find enough food to feed all these folks?”, he asked.  Philip
chimed in that it would take over half a year’s wages to feed a crowd like the
one that was converging on the hill like so many ants drawn to a picnic.  I
imagine laughter as the disciples thought about the absurdity of such a
proposition.  Catching the spirit of the conversation, Andrew pointed to a lad
who had already decided it was lunchtime and said, “There is a boy here who
has five barley loaves and two fish!”  Everyone must have laughed at the
preposterous thought of feeding thousands of people with that little lunch.
Then Jesus told them to have all the people sit down.

Jesus wanted his disciples and the people coming from all over the
region to see the big picture.  He wanted them to have a 4-D experience of
the gospel.

First, Mark’s Gospel tells us that Jesus had compassion on the people.
He saw them, not as groupies hiking the countryside in search of the latest
thrill, but as sheep desperately in need of a shepherd.  Sometimes we project
our own needs or our frustrations on the people who swarm over the hillsides
of our lives.  Perhaps their motivations are not completely honorable, but they
may not know that.  We all need guidance.  We all need to be helped to see
our true needs and to find a way to meet them.  Jesus wanted his disciples
to see in this multitude, not merely a hungry and problematic crowd but a
gathering of the children of God.  Paul himself was willing to go to jail in order
to assert the fact that all people are God’s children and recipients of his
grace.

As we explored last week, Jesus also wanted the disciples to see in a
different way.  The twelve people he had chosen to assist him in ministry were
good men.  They were committed, but they were also short-sighted.  They
looked around and saw problems instead of resources to address those
problems.  Instead of a nice lunch for one small boy, Jesus wanted them to
see the abundance of food God had placed in the world.  Rather than
wondering how they could pay for enough food to feed the crowd, Jesus
wanted them to see the multitude of resources within the crowd.  He
motivated them to see what miracles God had already accomplished in their
midst.

Too often we look at the big problem but do not see the answers that
are around us.  Never do we enter into a project in this congregation that we
do not discover all that is needed to do what needs to be done.  Nothing is
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attempted in this community that will truly benefit the entire community that we
are not able to accomplish.  One of God’s greatest miracles is the
resourcefulness of his people.  God has given us all many gifts and talents.
Jesus wanted his disciples to see that reality and to motivate the people to
use their gifts generously to benefit one another.

After the picnic, everyone, including the disciples, was astounded at
what had happened.  Perhaps many of them had also wondered how the
needs of so many people could be met in such a remote place.  Obviously
they were filled with good food and, I suspect, with the fullness that comes
from a good day shared with friends old and new.  At the end of the day,
bodies filled with food, minds filled with the teachings of Christ, and spirits
overflowing with the goodness of the day, they realized Jesus had caused all
of these good things to happen.  Immediately they wanted to make him king
so that they could enjoy a day like that every day.  They rushed toward Jesus
with chants foreshadowing his entry into Jerusalem.  They called for him to be
made king.  They shouted for the king of bread and fish.

Jesus had wanted them to look beyond their stomachs and realize that
the miracle of the day was not the creation of a bountiful commissary but the
creation of community.  He wanted them to understand that God is the source
of all good gifts which make sometimes difficult days bearable, he also
wanted them to understand that God is not a glad-handed grandfather with
a grab-bag of goodies to satisfy our latest cravings.  Jesus wanted them to
see the big picture that we are in this life together and God uses each of us
to make life better for the ones beside us.  He wanted them to see the real
miracles in life and not only the flashy surprises that come along from time to
time.

Sitting on that hillside early in the day, Jesus realized he had a
wonderful opportunity to remind his disciples of his very first invitation.
Whether he had found them in their fishing boats by the sea, at a desk
extorting tax from fellow Jews, or resting under a shade tree reflecting on the
teachings of the prophets, Jesus had offered the same invitation to each of
the Twelve: Follow me.  For a dozen different reasons they had followed him.
Surely some of them thought they were simply following him to a another
destination.  Judas obviously thought he was following Jesus to an overthrow
of the Roman government.  Who knows quite where Peter thought they were
going, but they all went.  There on the hillside, Jesus helped them to see the
height and breadth and length and depth of their calling.  They followed Jesus
as he invited the people to sit in groups of fifty and a hundred.  They followed
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him as he broke the bread and fish and handed it out among the people.
They followed him as he encouraged people to open their own sacks and
share what they had brought.  They followed him as he touched people who
were sick, spoke compassionately to people who were distressed, befriended
those who were lonely, and made welcome those who were on the fringes of
the crowd.  They followed him as he collected the remnants of the meal,
discovering that the bounty of the day could be enjoyed again and that none
of God’s children was to be neglected in the sharing of God’s goodness.

Jesus taught them what it meant to follow him in discipleship.  Their
calling was not to relaxing picnics in the countryside but to meeting the
needs–whatever they were–of God’s people.  They began to see the scope
of their ministry on that hillside by the sparkling sea.

Jesus also opened the eyes of the disciples to the kind of trust required
of his followers.  When he had dismissed the crowd, Jesus went further up the
mountainside by himself to pray.  As fishermen were accustomed to do, when
evening came the disciples got into their boat to make the trip back home.  A
violent storm arose and they were rightly afraid for their lives.  Suddenly, in
the midst of the storm, they saw a figure on the water and were even more
terrified.  John tells us that it was Christ who immediately calmed their fears.
Once they saw that it was him, they invited him into the boat and continued
their trip.

It was another “teachable moment” for the disciples.  Jesus reminded
them that they had to keep their trust in him strong and intact no matter what
happened to them.  They had to trust that he would see them through such
a storm just as he would help them feed a multitude of people.  That trust,
however, had to be self-giving.  Just as he had risked himself to come across
the water to help them, trusting God to in his mission, so they had to be willing
to risk themselves in trust to God who would watch over them.

It was a long and good day.  I doubt any of the disciples had trouble
falling asleep that night for they had touched and tasted, heard and smelled
and seen the Gospel in its fullness through Jesus and all around them.  Their
faith took on a new dimension, one that was open and trusting, confident and
resourceful.  They had seen the Gospel in all of its fullness and experienced
it within their very souls.
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Paul’s prayer to his beloved friends in Ephesus, written many years
later, could have been Jesus’ benediction on that day on the hillside.  It
remains an important prayer for us as well:

I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant
that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power
through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts
through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I
pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the
saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and
to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you
may be filled with all the fullness of God. 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 the church and
in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen. 



July 29, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of the universe and Lord of our hearts, you offer to us your mercy,
wanting only that we offer ourselves to you in return. You surround us with
your peace, seeking only that we open our hearts to you in worship and
praise.  You fill us with your love, asking only that we respond by extending
love to others in your name.  Transform our hearts that we might experience
the breadth and length and height and depth of your love for us in these
moments of worship and beyond.

Even as we marvel, Holy God, that you have accomplished more than
we have dared to ask or imagine in our own lives, we recognize that your
Spirit strengthens and empowers us that we might use these gracious gifts to
carry out your work in the building of your Kingdom.  Too many in our world
live in the midst of violence, unrest and persecution.  For these, O Lord,
empower  us to be messengers of your peace.  Too many in our city suffer
because of poverty, neglect or hopelessness.  For these, O Lord, enable us
to offer compassion.  Too many of our own number struggle because of
sickness or loneliness or worry.  For these, O Lord, inspire us to extend
hospitality and companionship that will bring healing and comfort.  Too many
of us live with fear or insecurity or doubt because of perplexing
circumstances, strained relationships or uncertain futures.  For each of us and
all of us, O Lord, grant us grace enough for this day and hope for all our days
to come.

Make of us a people of compassion and generosity and peace.  Make
of us a people who seek to know your word, to do your will, and to share your
love.  We pray in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and by the power of your
Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


