Sermon for Sunday, August 13, 2017
Sermon Texts:
Genesis 32: 22-31

Matthew 14: 13-21

Romans 9: 1-15

Sermon Title:
“Lunch Baskets and Moral Choices”

Sermon Topic:
Feeding the hungry

Sermon Purpose:  To teach the scriptural mandate to feed the hungry and to see how God works miracles through those who share their resources.

………………..

Sermon Prayer:
Loving God, bless this time to our use and these words to your glory.  In Jesus’ name, we ask it.  Amen.
“I was hungry and you gave me food.”  “I was hungry and you gave me food.”  Some things are important enough to repeat at least twice – maybe more.  This is one of those statements.  Jesus told us that when we are finally judged, we will hear him speak these words to those who have made feeding the hungry a priority.  “I was hungry and you gave me something to eat.”

Despite all the food basket programs, the Second Harvest program, our LPC Mission Project, LINCS, and other such programs across the country and around the world, it is still a very hungry world.  Even despite the efforts of some in government who are working to change policies that seem to perpetuate hunger, and definitely despite Jesus’ commandment to feed the hungry, hunger is an issue that plagues the world’s people.  I know we hear precious little about it, except at the holidays or when there is some cataclysmic disaster, but the statistics remain devastating!

According to almost every study on record, over 842 million people – worldwide – do not have enough to eat.  That’s more than the entire combined population of the United States, Canada, Europe and Japan.  More people die of hunger than of AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis combined.  Over 25,000 people die each day due to hunger and malnutrition.  That translates into one person every five seconds.  To put it into perspective, this means that five people have died of malnutrition just since you heard me mention that 842 million figure a few seconds ago.

These are not simply social statistics.  They are descriptions of the lives of the people of God.  They are the plight of those whom Jesus tells us to feed.  And these are the facts on which he has told us we will be judged.  They are challenges to the choices we make individually, as a society and as a nation.

Speaking of choices, today’s familiar Gospel lesson is about the choice of a boy who made a difference.

How might this story have ended if this boy with the loaves and the fishes had made a different choice?  What if he had decided to simply take care of himself; had subscribed to the rule that “charity begins at home”?  We cannot know exactly how that scenario might have played out, but all four gospel writers tell the miracle of Jesus feeding the multitude.  So … what if this boy - who had the foresight to bring enough for himself - had agreed to give what he had only when he got down to leftovers? Would the story have been told by any of the evangelists?

Think for a moment what must have gone through that boy’s mind.  Here he is in the midst of a crowd when a disciple, whom he probably didn’t even know, says to him, “Give us your lunch, and Jesus will feed this whole crowd.”

How would you have responded?  We would like to think that we would have handed over our lunch, but what would the reality have been had we been there?  In the instance of today’s story, would we have been so quick to give away our lunch on the promise that we would see a miracle?  Don’t we usually ask, “What’s in it for me?” or “What will you give me for it?”  Doesn’t God help those who help themselves?  (Oh, that’s right.  That’s not scripture.  That’s Benjamin Franklin!)

Apart from his generosity, this lad was a young man of faith.  To a typical teenager, it takes much more faith to say, “Here’s all the food I have.  Do what you think is best, and I trust that I’ll still get lunch” than it does to say, “I believe in God the Father Almighty …”  In fact, that kind of cooperation takes a good deal of faith regardless of our age.  Do we really believe that Jesus has the power to take the little we have and make it work for our benefit, as well as the benefit of so many others?

During the election campaigns we always hear someone talking about the topic of moral values – “Christian moral values.”  There’s only one way to know what the central Christian moral values are.  We look to Jesus: what he did and what he said – what he told us.  We look to see what moral values he expressed.  And … it would seem that feeding the hungry was at least very close to the top.  

The first choice we need to make is to make our list of moral values agree with Jesus’ list.  Jesus gave the most weight to caring for the poor; taking care of those who have less.  There is simply no way around that truth.  If we have chosen to be called by the name “Christian,” we cannot skirt that truth in Christ’s message.  You and I are in the same predicament as that boy with the lunch basket.  We have a lunch basket.  We are surrounded by hungry people – a crowd of God’s children, and we must respond with a “Yes” or a “No.”

On a personal level, that challenge comes to us in a number of ways.  We normally don’t have holiday food drives begging for our participation in the middle of July, or requests for refrigeration in February.  We don’t have blanket and winter clothing appeals in August, or pleas for summer clothing and ice cream in December.  In truth, however, the hungry might be a bit hungrier in July than in December for the simple reason that school lunches don’t take place in the summer and the hunger programs are busy with other things.  No one is out ringing a bell in front of a store where we shop because the shop keepers have sought to ban the fundraisers from driving away customers.  There is no 800 number flashing or crawling across the bottom of the TV screen inviting us to give a turkey or to fill a Christmas food basket.  But then, again, Jesus didn’t imply that his “feed the hungry” remark meant he was speaking of the needs of these people only at the holidays.  

Sending a check to a reputable agency, bringing canned goods to a shelter or putting them in a barrel as you enter a church, giving of your time in a soup kitchen are all good things and are certainly sound responses to what Jesus is talking about.  But Jesus’ commandment appears to go beyond the personal.  We are all a part of a church, and we are a part of a nation.  And the policies of our churches and our nation in regard to alleviating hunger must be our concern.

A study of public attitudes in the United States conducted back in 2001 indicated that 87 percent of Americans believed we have an obligation to feed the hungry in other countries.  Sixty-one percent of those polled believed that approximately 20 percent of our nation’s resources go toward feeding the hungry of the world.  Actually, less than 1 (one) percent of our resources go to this purpose.

While the Unites States ranks second behind Japan in the actual dollar figure that goes to foreign aid, the United States devotes a mere one-tenth of one percent (1/10 of 1%) of our gross national product to this effort.  This ranks us lower than any other industrialized nation.  So, while our individual hearts may be in the right place, we need to nudge our leaders to do more.

Unlike in the Scriptures, the hungry among us are not so obvious.  In a sense they are invisible.  Numbers do not easily convey flesh-and-blood realities.  So it’s easy to sit back and let our leaders make decisions about how to feed the hungry.  But the numbers do not lie, and in this area, even leaders need to be led.

The faith of that young boy in the gospel cannot feed our world, today.  But our faith can!  Our faith is strong that God can – and will – work miracles with our generosity.  We simply need to provide an opportunity and the means by which God can do it through our leaders.
Let us pray:

God, you have provided us with blessings and opportunities to help others.  Bless these hands, these gifts, and these opportunities so that all may know your power, your grace, and your love.  In Jesus’ name, we pray.  Amen.
� While Matthew’s version of the feeding of the five thousand does not identify the owner of the loaves and the fishes, John’s version does (John 6:9).  I am including that detail in discussing the story here.
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