Message: "Catalysts for the Miraculous”
Scripture: Matthew 14:13-21

BNow when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself. But when
the crowds heard it, they followed him on foot from the towns. *When he went ashore, he saw a great
crowd; and he had compassion for them and cured their sick. ®When it was evening, the disciples came to
him and said, "This is a deserted place, and the hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they may go
into the villages and buy food for themselves.” *Jesus said to them, "They need not go away: you give them
something to eat.” " They replied, "We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.” 8And he said, "Bring
them here to me." Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the
two fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to the disciples, and the
disciples gave them to the crowds. ?°And all ate and were filled; and they took up what was left over of the
broken pieces, twelve baskets full. 21And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and
children.

Today, we can have either an extremely short sermon, or a long sermon.
Which would you prefer?

It's pretty simple, really - if you don't believe that miracles can happen,
we're done, for this passage is all about miracles of many kinds. But if you believe
that miracles can happen, we've got way too much to talk about than one regular-
length sermon can possibly cover.

So how about it? Are we done? Or, are you ready for a three-hour-long
sermon?

Or, perhaps there is a preceding question we need to address - namely, what
precisely do we mean when we say "miracle?”

And that is precisely what is most difficult about that term - the
impossibility of defining "miracle” precisely.

I'm becoming less and less a fan of AT as more and more is revealed about
its dangers, but I did consult it for its take on defining what a miracle is, and
here's what it said: "A miracle is an extraordinary event attributed to divine
intervention, an extremely outstanding accomplishment, or the famous 2004
sports biographical film." That definition made me laugh out loud, for it points out
the tendency we all have to subjectify the meaning of miracles. TI've never seen
the movie AT refers to, but for some, perhaps many people, what the movie
recounts is something miraculous to them (I believe it was the remarkable victory
of the US Hockey Team at the 1980 Olympics?).

Was that a miracle?

I know that, when I was younger and would clean up my room without my mom
asking me to, she'd say, "It's a miracle!” I feel like it's a miracle when I receive a
correction on a bill that T paid and it's in my favor, or when unanticipated good



fortune comes my way. But I'm not sure that they are miracles - and, if miracles
involve divine intervention, my uncertainty grows.

On the other hand, you've probably heard the saying that there are two ways
to live life, as if nothing is a miracle, or as if everything is a miracle? Living life as
if nothing is a miracle might be the foundation of a strong work ethic and an
elevation of human pragmatism, but it certainly erodes our capacity for wonder
and appreciation for that which surpasses our rational comprehension. You might
be scientifically accurate in describing a flower as a combination of particular
molecular and chemical components bound together in a cellulose-based biological
organism, but such explanations are dumbfounded to explain why a flower is a
beautiful thing to behold, conveying a goodness in the world that rationality or
science cannot fully explain.

Yet living life as if everything is a miracle might move us into the same
territory, where we oversell reality or artificially inflate routine and simple things
to levels of significance they were never meant to inhabit. I think about the
account of a woman in New Mexico who was baking tortillas in her oven, overbaking
them a bit - and when she pulled them out of the oven, one of the tortillas was
burned in such a way that she saw an image of Jesus in the burn pattern. Is that
what is meant when we call something a miracle?

If you're still with me, I will assume that you believe that miracles are real;
and if you believe that miracles are real, it is essential that we seek scriptural
insight, which is what our passage gives to us tfoday. Our scripture begins with
Jesus right after he's been rejected by his hometown of Nazareth and directly
after he learns the tragic news of John the Baptist's execution; the text doesn't
say how Jesus felt, but it is hard to imagine that Jesus was not feeling sad and
carrying a heavy heart. Like anyone who's been hit by multiple fraumas, he'd had
enough; the text says that "he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place
by himself," perhaps seeking a quiet place to rest his weary soul.

His solitude didn't last, however; the crowd sought him out in that desolate
place. A natural reaction Jesus understandably could have had would have been
one of dismay at not having time to process and grieve, but the text says that
when Jesus saw the crowd, he had compassion on them; his heart went out to
them, even as his heart was still reeling from his own experiences. That, I think,
embodies the first miracle of the passage - that Jesus let compassion override
his sorrow.



Why would T call this a miracle? Let me ask you a very serious question:
have you ever found yourself in a very low spirituality, depressed and traumatized
by life, with things too horrible to face or pain too great to bear? I have
discovered in my experiences that, sometimes, not every time but sometimes,
when my heart feels so heavy it will break and I feel that I can be of no good to
anyone, I come across someone who may have a similar or deeper pain than my
own; even in the midst of my struggle, I sense a need for compassion flowing out
from me, even as I feel spent. And as I put my pain aside just for a moment and
pay a greater attention to another's pain, trying to share words of comfort or
performing some helpful errand, somehow my pain changes. Not that it goes away,
but it becomes something more workable, more understandable, more in keeping
with what it means to be alive, more able to be faced. There is no formula here,
no fives steps to take to make the self-healing work, only the miracle that can
only come out of our compassion for others - somehow, it works healing in
ourselves.

I think this is what Jesus knew; when he had compassion on the crowds, he
knew there would be a parallel provision of uplift for his own heaviness of heart,
for that is how love works; love, when it is the foundation for life, does not know
how to disengage from the beloved even when all energy is spent and all capacities
are exhausted. It crosses lines of reasonable behavior, it goes to extremes that
depart from common sense and would seem to lead to one's downfall - but
miraculously, love carries submerged power that cannot be seen nor understood
until surfaced, until it is put into play with all the risks involved, and there is
always risk when love is offered on behalf of another. Love's well runs deep, so
deep as to mystify the greatest minds and the most profound hearts. Tapping
that well when the thirst is desperate - when the greatest need is compassion --
can unleash a flood of unexpected dimensions, changing lives and ourselves in the
process.

I stand with the thought that compassion is miraculous because I think
Jesus stood there, too. Compassion is the love that flows out from ourselves
towards others in need; it does so without a first thought about what that love
might cost us, which is quite against human nature. But for those who practice
compassion regularly, you know what I'm talking about - it gives back, somehow,
someway; it returns to us a more solid sense of being alive and being human which
no self-help book can outline; compassion is the motivation to weave our lives into
the lives of others and their situations in ways that address the brokenness of



both entities; it is the awareness that we each have something to offer each
other, even when our own situation is depleted or low. It doesn't really work to
have compassion in order to feel good about ourselves, but when we have
authentic compassion for others, we are moved into greater proximity fo God's
self-less love, which means we move closer to God, and that is the greatest
comfort available in life. Whatever we bring to the table of compassion is an
offer worthy of God - and God will do with it what we can't alone.

Trygve David Johnson is the chaplain of Hope College in Holland, Michigan. I
like how he puts what Jesus is trying to get across; these are his words:

"the ministry I serve in Christ pivots not on how much I have or what I can

give, but rather on how much God gives by multiplying what I have.

Jesus says, "You feed them.” The disciples look puzzled. They have nothing.

No food. No reserves. They stare out at a hungry mass of people that looks

more and more like a hungry mob.

The disciples respond, "We have nothing—only five loaves and two fish."

Jesus says, "Bring your nothing to me.” He blesses the fish and bread and

proceeds to distribute food to the masses. As Matthew tells the story, "All

were filled."

"Bring your nothing to me," says our God. "Share your inadequacies with me,"
says our God. "Give to me whatever you have, and I will do the same,” says our
God. "Feed each other with what happens” says our God. The message couldn't be
clearer: WE ARE THE MEANS THROUGH WHICH GOD HAS CHOSEN TO
WORK IN THE WORLD. We may not feel like we are capable; we will likely
discover that we do not have the resources already in place to make much
progress; we may hot feel like what we have to offer amounts to much. NONE OF
THIS MATTERS TO GOD - all that God is seeking is our willingness to be used,
our willingness to have compassion. That's where some of the greatest miracles
come from; that's where Jesus comes alive.....in our willingness to participate in
the miracles that start with God, but end with us.



