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 Kathy found a great cartoon based on today’s scripture which says a lot with just a few 
words. A man is offering his fast food lunch from Yummo Burger to Jesus. As he extends the 
lunch, this man appears to be chewing, says nothing, and has both skinnier arms and a bigger 
waistline than Jesus. Jesus says, “Yes I could make five thousand of those, but a few fish and 
some bread might be a better option.” 

 What a great commentary on this story of Jesus! This past week in our Daily Church 
Epistle, both Deacon Susan and I have reflected on this story of Jesus as an important story 
with many applications. Deacon Susan talked about us as the fifth loaf, a part of the body of 
Christ. Discipleship was the lens I used for my essay on being prepared for the future that will 
come for Thursday. Today, I want to think about the person who first offered Jesus his (or 
her) lunch.  

 This story of Jesus is one the early church loved to hear, “. . . words full of kindness, 
deeds full of grace . . ..” (Tell Me the Stories of Jesus, The United Methodist Hymnal, 1989, #277) 
The early church loved it so much, the four gospel writers all tell a variation of Jesus feeding 
5000 men plus women and children. Matthew and Mark even tell a second story where Jesus 
feeds another 4000 men plus women and children. (I have listed all 6 references at the end of 
this sermon.) We get the idea that it was a boy’s lunch from John’s gospel, but maybe it was his 
mom who put the young man up to offering it to Andrew as a way of saying, “We will to do 
what Jesus said.”  

 All four gospel writers assume we would know the answer to how Jesus could preach 
to such a large crowd, that it would not be forgotten information. It was a question that 
intrigued Benjamin Franklin as he wrote of his fascination with the open-air preacher Rev. 
George Whitfield (a friend of the Wesleys) and his ability to use the acoustics of London while 
preaching to large crowds. According to Franklin’s calculations, Whitfield could easily reach a 
crowd that size, assuming the crowd wanted to hear what Whitfield had to say. (The 
Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, 1791) We would have a hard time replicating Franklin’s 
research now because we live with so much ambient noise from cars and planes, air 
conditioners whirring, and smart phones dinging. We could check this out in a football 
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stadium as the national anthem is sung, but can you imagine that many people wanting to be 
quiet so we could do acoustic research as part of our Bible study?  

 Those who have had the privilege of traveling in the Holy Land tell us there are natural 
amphitheaters where it is easy to imagine several thousand people gathered to see and hear 
Jesus. Such natural amphitheaters are difficult building sites, and they are not found in cities. 
They are found in naturally quiet places, so it is easy acoustic engineering to realize how 5000 
men plus women and children could have heard every word Jesus said.  

 The gospel writers all tell this Jesus’ story in such a way that readers are drawn to 
separate the disciples from the crowd. But here is my commonsense observation, why in a 
crowd of 5000 men plus women and children did only one boy bring a bag lunch? And if we 
accept Ben Franklin’s acoustic research, who among us believes that when Jesus spoke to his 
disciples no one else overheard what Jesus said? In my imagination, as the disciples said, “We 
have nothing here . . .,” a nine-year-old boy tugged on Andrew’s sleeve while whispering, “He 
can have my lunch.”  

 The day I first realized that Jesus fed a multitude six times in four gospels was the day I 
began to rethink what I knew about the five loaves and two fish becoming enough food to 
feed 5000 men plus women and children. As a first time Bible reader, I looked at this miracle 
story and thought once Jesus blessed the lunch, it multiplied like popcorn. Granted I was in 
fourth grade school Sunday School when I came up with this idea.  

 The day it occurred to me that maybe more than one person had food with them, I 
was writing a paper related to my master’s degree thesis. I was an adult. It was many years after 
I first came up with my popcorn hypothesis. The new information I had learned in lecture was 
the most lifechanging part of these six stories for me. For the early church, the faithful people 
who kept telling this story Christ’s miracle was about more than food. According to many 
scholars the big deal in this story is that Jesus asked 5000 men plus women and children to all 
sit down and eat together!  

 The hospitality rules of that time required Jesus and his disciples to provide food if 
these “guests” were supposed to stay for supper. The same hospitality rules required the men 
to eat with men, while the women and children ate afterwards. The men also needed to be 
seated separately, organized by kinship.  

 But Jesus had a different idea. Handed a boys’ lunch, Jesus asked everyone to sit down 
where they were. He then took the lunch, thanked God for the lunch, and began handing the 
lunch out. Suddenly I stopped thinking popcorn and began thinking maybe other people had 
food with them. Perhaps they too began to share. Maybe this was a miracle of the heart? In 
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this first potluck, the crowd had plenty of food. When supper was over, the disciples gathered 
twelve full baskets of leftovers to be shared with the poor, perhaps a nearby leper colony.  

 The miracle of the heart hypothesis made sense to me. It made sense to my listeners 
when I preached it. It inspired us to live with open hearts and open hands. Sharing our 
blessings and our possessions with each other.   

 Then I moved to Wisconsin and began serving at Whitewater. Our United Methodist 
Church in Whitewater is kitty-corner from the southeast corner of the University of 
Wisconsin-Whitewater campus. In the UW system, Whitewater as an old teacher’s college 
focuses on training for elementary education, music and arts education, physical education, and 
business education. The business education has evolved to be a School of Business that now 
competes with the Ivy League schools for students in undergraduate business education. As a 
town, Whitewater is only slightly larger that the 5000 men plus women and children that Jesus 
fed with five loaves and two fishes if one counts women and children at 1 for each man. There 
are some chain restaurants in town for students and there is the campus food service. One of 
the Whitewater United Methodist Church’s outreach ministries that led to them wanting me to 
serve there was to work in that campus ministry and in the children’s ministry. As part of the 
campus ministry team, I helped care for those students who accepted our free lunch every 
Tuesday.   

 As we did this work, there was the growth boom of lunch attendance. The first week of 
fall semester, there were 100 students when we expected 75 based on how many came in the 
spring semester before. So, the next week, enough food was made for 125 students plus our 
church volunteers. But 150 students showed up for lunch! And then we had leftovers! This 
pattern of preparation continued until lunch attendance stabilized at about 450 students every 
Tuesday. But the budget for this lunch was set for only 100 students, and we did not want to 
charge the students for lunch. Then food started to flow in. Panera gave us bread. A member 
who raised organic chickens gave us enough chickens for two weeks of main dishes. The last 
meal of the semester was leftovers, and there were plenty of leftovers to feed 450+ people.  

 Some student leaders wanted to contribute, but Sandy our campus ministry team leader 
felt it was important that the free lunch be a free lunch, and the rest of us supported her 
conviction. Sandy and our student leaders came up with a compromise. The lunch was free, 
but the students could pay it forward with a free will offering that would go to the Heifer 
Project. Once that began, every semester these “broke college students” raised enough money 
to buy a water buffalo!  

 If Sandy’s goal had been pure evangelism, we were an utter failure. We led no students 
to decide to follow Jesus. Our students were Christians when they came to us from other 
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towns’ local churches. We were their chance to feel at home in a place far from home. Several 
of them became pastors, one could even be my successor here when I am forced to retire in 
2028! Many of those students went on to be teachers, people who right now are helping 
students learn in this pandemic. Many of our alum in their first job away from their hometown 
and away from Whitewater reported to us that they went to church right away because the 
Whitewater church let them know they were welcome. Some even started new campus 
ministries modeled after our free lunch.  

 So, going back to Jesus giving thanks for a boy’s lunch, maybe it is not just a miracle of 
the heart. Maybe it is also my fourth-grade popcorn theory. Maybe just maybe, the real miracle 
is not that there is enough food. Maybe the real miracle is that there is a place at the table and 
Christ has invited us all.  

 The idea of God/Christ providing a table where all are welcome stretches from the first 
chapter of Genesis to the last chapter of Revelation. We are all welcomed to Christ’s table. The 
early church embraced the story of heaven on earth that came as 5000 men plus women and 
children shared supper with Jesus. The early church embraced the idea that everyone is 
welcome at Christ’s table. According to the book of Acts and the epistles, while they had some 
family fights working out the details, the early church fully understood that Jesus expected us 
not just to love our neighbors, but to feed our neighbors.  

 As we think about coming out of the pandemic, as we dare imagine what life will 
become, we will bring with us memories of what was along with us into that future. We will 
also bring with us resources gathered in our past. One of those resources we will bring to the 
future from our past is the Youth House.  

While we have been staying safe in this time of COVID, we have been presented with 
an opportunities for ministry that could use the Youth House just as soon as the all clear is 
sounded. While our COVID led to cancelling our youth mission road trip this summer, 
yesterday, August 1, our youth mission trip 2020 still happened. They didn’t even leave town, 
but showed up with parents to help Lynn Barbeau and Mike Bebault repair the Youth House 
for its next mission. As soon as we can, in addition to our Youth House being the site for our 
senior high and Boy Scouts, it will be used a couple of school days every week for Day Away, a 
respite program for adults in the early stages of dementia and their caregivers!  

Our Youth House is bigger than a boy’s lunch, but what a resource to be given to God 
with thanksgiving in our mission to be “A Church for All Generations.” We will be Christ’s 
disciples giving respite to family caregivers. The Youth House will continue to be a place set 
aside for youth living a life that loves neighbors. Our Youth house will be a place of welcome 
to Christ’s table for many, more than we can fully count.  
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Friends, we have no idea what will come out of our new ministry of hosting Day Away 
as a means of serving families coping with the early stages of diagnosed dementia. That is okay. 
The disciples had no idea what Jesus was beginning when he took a very small lunch and 
began passing it out to a very large crowd.  

Amen! 

 

 

As promised in the text, here are all six accounts: Matthew 14:13-21, Matthew 15:32-30, Mark 
6:30-55, Mark 8:1-13, Luke 9:10-17, and John 6: 1-15. Enjoy your read. I suggest laying out all 
the similarities and all the differences you can see.  


