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Bread Crumbs
 Isaiah 55:6-13; Matthew 14:13-21

If I've seemed a little cranky lately, it's because it has now been over
five months since a new episode of Downton Abbey has aired.  Yes, I admit
it.  I am obsessed with the PBS Masterpiece phenomenon, and, like many of
you, I am not entirely happy that I will have to wait until January for the next
season to begin.

As much as I love the majestic backdrop of the English country estate,
the lavish lifestyles of the Lords and Ladies, and the gripping drama of the
early 20th-century storyline, one of my favorite parts of the show is Carson,
the butler.  Carson is the consummate Brit with his no-nonsense style and
impeccable manners.  He is polite and dignified to a fault and is utterly
horrified at anything less than perfect decorum in all, and I do mean all
situations.  Give that man a chance to entertain a Duke or Countess at an
elegant dinner party, to recount the long and distinguished bloodlines of
English nobility or to remind anyone within earshot of the importance of
tradition and etiquette, and Carson is ecstatic–Well, as ecstatic as a proper
Englishman will allow himself to be!  Of course, he would never show it
because that would most certainly be unseemly!  There are times when
Carson's overzealous attention to detail and his insistence on perfection
annoy and inconvenience those around him, but Carson is surely at his best
when he is overseeing and executing the traditions and rituals of the British
blue bloods, and mealtimes, especially those involving the most elegant of
props and protocols, are clearly exciting and gratifying for him.

Today's Gospel lesson from Matthew is, in part, about the ritual of a
meal.  The funny thing about rituals is that they can be very much for us like
they are in the case of Downton Abbey, utterly maddening to some and
absolutely necessary for others.  Baptists have often winced at the thought of
too much ritual, thinking of it as something stuffy and insincere.  But the truth
is, we humans can't live without rituals.  They represent what is constant and
stable in our lives.  Rituals themselves may seem insignificant at times, but
think about the rituals of your day and how important they are to you.
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If you woke up in the morning and someone had rearranged everything
in your bathroom or if next Christmas your family decided to change all of the
long-standing traditions of the season, how might you feel about rituals then? 
Jesus knew that rituals were important not only for their ability to create a
sense of security through familiarity but also because they use the familiar to
point toward something far greater.  Ritual, especially as we use it in the
Church, utilizes the ordinary, mundane items of daily life to help us
understand the transcendent, that which is beyond our comprehension.

It is important to remember, however, that ritual is for our sake, not
God's.  Today's reading from Isaiah's prophecy reminds us that God's ways
and thoughts are so much higher than ours, we cannot grasp them (Isaiah
55:9), but that God has given us signs, even the mountains and trees which
seem to burst into song, to remind us of God's glory.  We will "go out in joy
and be led back in peace" (55:12), not because God needs to be appeased
or even because God refuses to reveal God's self or to be understood. 
Instead, God knows our humanity, understands our limitations, and gives us
such signs because of God's great love for us, because God wants us to seek
and to know him.  

Such signs and memorials and rituals, then, are things that we do in
order to remind ourselves of our need for God, something that focuses us on
God's presence that is always with us but that we often miss.  In our limited
vision and understanding, ritual makes something abstract into something
tangible, not fully removing the mystery, but unveiling it enough that we might
catch a glimpse of its meaning.

The story of the feeding of the five thousands helps to shed light on the
meaning of one of the primary rituals of the Church.   Jesus and his disciples
were tired.  They had traveled from town to town, village to village, preaching
and teaching and ministering to masses of people.  Mark's version of the story
says that the needs of the crowds were so great that the disciples had no time
even to eat (Mark 6:31).  And they were grieving.  Jesus had just learned of
the death of his cousin, John the Baptist, and had attempted to find time to
himself, but the crowds just kept coming.  So he had compassion on them
and continued to heal and to teach.  

Jesus and his disciples were tired, bone tired, and every time they tried
to get away to rest, people would recognize them and gather around them
again.  On this occasion, over 5,000 of them had gathered, and they had
been there all day.  They were tired and they were hungry, spiritually hungry
to hear the teachings of Jesus, and as it grew later in the day, physically
hungry as well.
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But then Jesus told everyone to sit down in the grass.  He took five
loaves of bread and two fish that they disciples brought and, with them, was
able to feed the entire crowd.  We don't know exactly how he did it–We are
told only of his sacred ritual, that he gave thanks and broke the bread.  We
also don't know the reaction  of the disciples.  Were they amazed, frightened,
excited?  Perhaps they were simply too weary to react at all.  Numb from the
frenzied activity of the day, the disciples may not have even recognized the
miracle happening before their eyes.  The Gospel writers do not tell us.  What
we do know is that after everyone had been fed, all five thousand of them,
Jesus had one more task for the disciples to do: They walked around the
deserted field and picked up the leftovers.  

I never knew either of Mark's grandfathers, but from the hundreds of
stories I have heard, I am convinced that both of them were colorful
characters.  The family tells especially memorable stories about his maternal
grandfather, Rovy Branon, whose life was meticulously regimented and who
structured every day according to his rituals.  Witnesses tell me that every
time he ate, Granddaddy Branon would begin by carefully polishing his
silverware with his napkin and then tucking his napkin into his shirt collar. 
Following his meal, he would wash his fingers by dipping them, one by one,
into his water glass, drying them on his napkin and then carefully folding his
napkin and placing it in his plate.  Carson would certainly not approve! 
Finally, and most irritating for his children, he would pick up crumbs from the
table, again, slowly and one at a time, and place them on his plate.  The
all-important mealtime ritual for Mr. Branon was maddening to his family at the
time but has become an occasion for fond memories and laughter in the years
since his death. 

Picking up bread crumbs may seem trivial or even humorous, though as
tired as the disciples were and as much as they had to pick up, I doubt that
they were amused, but after Jesus fed the crowd, his request to his followers
was anything but insignificant.  Remember with me a similar sacred ritual, that
in a short time, the disciples would once again see Jesus take a loaf of bread,
bless and break it, and offer it to them to eat.  As the disciples stooped to the
ground to fill their baskets with broken crumbs of bread, they had no way of
knowing that Jesus would soon hold a similar loaf of bread and say, "This is
my body broken for you."

In many cultures, including Jesus' first-century Palestine, bread was the
staple food which sustained life.  Bread is also an important biblical symbol
in both the Old and New Testaments.  Jesus said, "I am the bread of life," he
tells a parable in which the Kingdom of Heaven is like yeast which leavens the
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whole measure of wheat, he broke bread with outcasts and sinners, and he
broke bread with his disciples in the upper room and on the Emmaus Road.

Bread was also significant to the Israelites long before the time of
Jesus.  Unleavened bread is part of the ritual of the Jewish Passover, the
festival commemorating the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt.  The bread
is unleavened, it is said, because they fled Egypt with such haste that the
bread they took with them did not have time to rise.  Part of the Passover
Festival that is practiced today is the hiding of motza bread for children to find. 
This game of hide and seek is meant to be symbolic of the Messiah, who,
according to Jewish thought, has not yet been revealed but remains hidden
from them.

We, of course, as Christians, believe that the Messiah has been
revealed in the person of Jesus Christ, but perhaps this understanding of the
Passover can inform and enhance our understanding of the Lord's Supper. 
The supper that Jesus celebrated with his disciples in the upper room was,
after all, a celebration of the Passover Meal.  Although with the coming of
Jesus, the Messiah was no longer hidden, this Passover theme is important
because it reminds us that in the meal he shared with his disciples, Jesus
said to them, and to us, "In these crumbs of bread that I have blessed, I am
revealed as the promised Messiah."

Gathering bread crumbs, then, may seem to us insignificant, in the
context of Granddaddy Branon's Sunday lunch or that of the disciples
gathering twelve baskets of leftovers.  But, as it points us toward the
brokenness of Jesus and the sharing in the ritual of the Lord's Supper, the
gathering of crumbs of bread becomes meaningful.  Too often, our lives are
packed with just such tasks that seem trivial, with work that often seem
inconsequential or futile, but that turns out to be monumental.  

There is a woman in Charlotte whose life seemed very much that way. 
 For more than a decade, Robin Emmons felt helpless as her older brother
lived on the streets, eating out of garbage cans.  She tried repeatedly to get
him help for his mental illness, but authorities told her there was nothing they
could do.  After he was arrested in 2008 for damaging someone's car during
an outburst, she was finally able to become his legal guardian and get him
into a halfway house with psychiatric services.

But as she watched his mental health improve, she noticed his physical health
getting worse, and within months of moving into the facility, he was diagnosed
as diabetic.  Robin investigated and found out that the nonprofit facility was
mainly feeding him packaged and canned foods because it couldn't afford
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fresh fruits and vegetables.  With all that had been going on in her life, Robin
had neglected the small garden she once had in her back yard, but she
decided to plant a few rows of vegetables and started making weekly
deliveries to her brother's halfway house.  

Word began to spread throughout Charlotte, and other facilities started
contacting Robin to see if she could help them as well.  Robin educated
herself and learned that the need in her city was overwhelming.  A recent
study from the University of North Carolina at Charlotte confirmed her
impressions. It showed that more than 72,000 low-income city residents,
many of them minorities, lived in "food deserts" -- areas of town without a
supermarket with fresh food nearby.  The same population was shown to 
face a greater risk of cardiovascular disease and premature death.

Discovering this problem sparked something inside Emmons, who left
her corporate job, expanded her simple vegetable garden, and founded a
non-profit called Sow Much Good, which, since 2008 has grown more than
26,000 pounds of fresh produce for under-served communities in Charlotte. 
Last year, Robin Emmons was recognized as one of CNN's Heroes, a
recognition which brought with it not only a wealth of publicity for her cause
but also a prize of $50,000 which has helped her and 200 volunteers to be
able to tend 9 acres of crops on three sites.  What started as a seemingly
hopeless situation for her brother and a neglected corner in her backyard has
grown to an effort to feed Charlotte's residents who are most at risk for
hunger.

We may be discouraged and depleted by mundane tasks that fills our
days and bothered by seemingly hopeless challenges, the crumbs that make
up the daily rituals of our lives, but we  may find that those crumbs that only
seem to clutter our lives, in the end, have greater significance.  The broken
bread which once symbolized for us the hiddenness of the Messiah now
reminds us that Christ has come and dwelt among us.  What was once
crumbs left on the ground, left behind by crowds seeking to hear Jesus, has
become an emblem of the broken body of our Lord, placed on a cross by the
crowds seeking to silence him.  Something as simple and plain as bread
becomes a holy mystery when it is blessed and broken at this table.  Ordinary
crumbs of bread take on abiding significance when shared at this communion,
and we see that something as simple as a meal shared with friends can have
lasting consequences.

Many Christian traditions begin their celebration of the Lord's Supper
with a prayer which quotes the Gospel of Luke, saying that people will come
from North and South, East and West, to sit at table in the Kingdom of God
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(Luke 13:29).  That is no trivial thing, indeed.  This meal that we share today
is composed of simple elements, but in this ritual we call Holy Communion,
they take on great significance.  They accomplish the seemingly impossible
task of uniting us, even with all our differences, and not just those in this
congregation or this community, but Christians all over the world, of every
nation and tradition and theological persuasion.  We witness this miracle
when we come together in this place.  We will see it tonight as we gather with
our brothers and sisters across this community.  We can find it in every
instance that the Church in all times and places has broken bread together at
this table.   These crumbs of bread point us toward what God has
accomplished in Christ and the promise of what God can accomplish in us,
because, for a few moments at this table, we are truly the gathered Church,
the Body of Christ.  Thanks be to God for this great mystery of our faith! 

Prayer of Thanksgiving August 3, 2014

God of all life, we gather here to take time out from the noise and chaos
of our daily routine to seek again the quiet strength of your presence. 
Silence, O God, our meaningless chatter and teach us to drink deeply from
the living spring of your Spirit which grounds and renews us.  And then when
our minds are cleared of all that might distract us, help us to focus on offering
praise for your abundant blessings: for days and seasons that give rhythm to
life; for this place where we encounter your presence and find encouragement
from one another; for every relationship that enriches our life; for work that
challenges our minds and bodies; for this congregation of brothers and sisters
where we learn to love one another and to serve you.  For these and all of
your gracious gifts, we offer our thanks and praise.

We pray especially this day for those who endure the constant fear of
violence and terrorism around the world.  We pray for those who struggle for
food and shelter, for  safety and hope throughout the world and in our own city
streets.  Teach us to be present to those whose days are filled with
loneliness, to offer healing to those whose bodies and minds are consumed
with illness, to be agents of peace where there is violence, to show
compassion and generosity in the face of need, to share your light and love
in the darkest corners of our world. As we gather around your table and as we
go out from this place, give us hearts open enough to extend hospitality to
both friend and stranger, recognizing that in so doing, we welcome you into
our midst.  We offer our prayers this day and every day in the name of Jesus
Christ our Lord and by the power of your Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Elizabeth Edwards, Associate Minister
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