A Sermon for the Tenth Sunday after Pentecost

The passage from the Book of Genesis provides us with an interesting metaphor for faith. Jacob
wrestles throughout the night with the unnamed man. From this, we can learn that in life, faith
includes our needing to take time to think through problems, to face difficult challenges, and to call
upon our stamina and determination to persevere to the end. We face our own metaphorical
wrestling matches.

Jacob wrestles, and in spite of facing adversity, will not give up. His persistence matters. Jacob
repeatedly asks for a blessing, refusing to let go of the unnamed man until he does. And in
response, he is blessed. Ultimately, Jacob gives thanks for all that he experienced, naming the place
Peniel, saying: ‘For | have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.

So how should we view these moments in life when we feel like we have just been in the ring?

Well, there is the option to view them as moments when our faith is able to grow and develop. By
thinking deeply about what we believe, and what we are called to do as Christians, our faith
becomes something living and practical. It is put into action, by being put to the test. This is not
something to be worried by, but grateful for — if we allow our faith to guide us and give us strength.
It allows us to see our faith as something flexible, as well as something which grows.

The larger problem is if we take a mindset that faith means that we will never encounter such
problems, and that faith does not require reflection and interpretation. If we believe that because
we are people of faith that we are immune from difficulties, or that we will never have to face the
dilemmas and quandaries of life, we are deeply mistaken. If we take this mindset, we will be more
profoundly affected by the negative moments in life, and we will ultimately be less resilient. To use
a sporting metaphor, that mindset leave us open to a spiritual KO, rather than giving us the stamina
to continue for another round.

So let us be open to wrestling, grappling with life in all its complexity. May we see these as
opportunities to encounter God in a profound manner, which leave us changed for the better, even
if not unbruised. After the encounter, even Jacob had a limp ...

When we move to the passage from the Gospel according to Matthew, we get to see some
interesting aspects of Jesus as we explore one the many stories recounting the feeding of a large
crowd.

The first side we see is his private side. He is affected by the news of the death of John the Baptist.
He needs space and time to come to terms with the death of someone who was dear to him. He
goes away to a deserted place by himself to grieve. This is important, and a good example.
Whenever we need it, we should not hesitate to give ourselves some time and space. It is a



question of well-being. Plus, how could Jesus care for others if he did not care for himself? Let us
be proactive in caring for ourselves, knowing that times of rest are as important as times of activity.

However, his time of solitude cannot last. Like all of us, Jesus needs to re-enter the busyness of the
world once more. Or, more accurately, the busyness of the world comes to Jesus, in the form of the
crowd who have followed him in his travels.

This then allows the generous and humane side of Jesus to emerge, and shine. Wonderfully, Jesus
responds with compassion and empathy for the gathered people. He does not dismiss them, he
does not command that they leave, nor does he leave them to their own devices. He has
compassion for them. The first is by offering healing to the sick. These acts of comfort speak to his
empathy, as well as his power.

Then, he turns to another matter; their hunger. The disciples suggest that he sends the crowd away
so they can find food for themselves. Jesus won’t do this, and choose to make a point. He starts by
suggesting that the disciples provide the crowd with food. They report that they only have five
loaves and two fish. Clearly, this isn’t enough to feed a crowd. It would probably only provide a
snack for Jesus and his disciples, rather than a meal.

So Jesus decides to act. He tells them to bring him the loaves and the fish, and to get the crowd to
sit down. He blesses the loaves and the fish, breaks the loaves, and then the disciples begin to
distribute them to the crowd. Everyone eats. And when everyone has eaten, there are twelve
baskets filled with what is left. A minimum of five thousand people ate and were filled. The tally
only includes the men, and | would hazard to guess that number could be doubled when you take
into account the women and the children who were also present.

Jesus is a leader who responds to the need of the crowd. He is willing to be generous and share,
and to provide for them in their hunger. He takes care of their physical needs, knowing that this will
also feed their spiritual hunger. He provides bread and fish, but also nourishment for the soul in
that this food is a gift from God, whose love provides for humankind in their time of need.

One brief aside. When | was a child, growing up in Albury, we would sometimes have fish and
chips. The name of the store was ‘Loaves and Fishes’. | remember the owner benevolently smiling
at me when, at all of 7 years old, | confidently order a piece of 'Don Giovanni' instead of 'John
Dory'. Even as a child, having heard the story of Jesus feeling the multitudes in Church, | enjoyed
the notion that my local fish and chip store was named after an act of generous hospitality. Now
that I’'m older, it makes sense to me why there was often an extra potato cake in the order ...
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