GIVE THEM SOMETHING TO EAT – by Dom Leo Maidlow Davis,

for the opening Mass of the Lent Term
I should think that most people in this church are by now familiar with lectio divina and with some of its different techniques. If you are not, you have extra opportunities this term and this Lent because we have with us again four members of the Manquehue Apostolic Movement from Chile. I hope that some of you are regular practitioners of lectio and that you kept the practice up over the Christmas holidays.

As I was preparing today’s sermon, the phrase that echoed with me in the Gospel was, ‘Give them something to eat yourselves.’ This is a ridiculous challenge that Jesus is presenting to his disciples and to me. There are five thousand men, not to mention women and children, who need feeding. The disciples’ first thought, like that of many people in institutions, is ‘We will solve this problem with money.’ Two hundred denarii would crack it, if we had that much. It is difficult to translate that into modern money, but it might have been about £12,000, which would indeed keep a few thousand people fed overnight in a lonely place. But Jesus, like many Bursars since his day, dismisses that option. He tells the disciples to see what they actually have with them. The resources are five loaves and two fish. Wholly inadequate! But Jesus blesses the bread and fish. He does not then say to his disciples, ‘Watch me while I perform a miracle.’ He just breaks the bread and hands it to his disciples and asks them to distribute the bread among the people. In today’s terms Jesus is a brilliant manager. He does not do the impossible himself; he enables his team to do the impossible. Everyone can eat as much bread and fish as they want. God gives us what we need because he takes pity on us when he sees that we are like sheep without a shepherd. We may think we never have enough, but if we open our eyes we can see that he is giving us enough, and more than enough. When we realise that we can begin to be generous ourselves and, instead of clinging to our own possessions and supplies, hand them out to others. We will find that there is enough and a superabundance.

As a preacher I sometimes think of myself as a non-swimmer teaching others how to swim. ‘All you have to do is life your feet from the bottom’, I say, ‘and you will be carried.’ Fine, only I have never done it myself. That is why the saints are so important. That show us that it is possible really to love, to entrust yourself completely to God and to give irresponsibly to sheep who are without a shepherd, and it works. Life flows in abundance.

That is not our logic of course. It is safer to keep your feet on the bottom and to hoard up what you need, because there isn’t enough to go round. Our logic is the logic of competition, strife and, in the end, killing. I cannot tell you how many people have been killed violently in my life time; I cannot enumerate the wars that have been fought or are being fought. I should point out I was born almost a decade after the end of the Second World War. Killing is our way of solving problems and somehow we can always persuade ourselves one more time that it is the sensible option. This morning The Times reports that Mahmoud Zahar of Hamas has said, ‘They have legitimized the murder of their own children by killing the children of Palestine.’ And by our death-infatuated old logic, of course they have.

This is not God’s way. Ausculta! Listen again to our first reading from St John with the ear of your heart: 

My dear friends, let us love each other, since love is from God and everyone who loves is a child of God and knows God. Whoever fails to love does not know God, because God is love. This is the revelation of God’s love for us, that God sent his only Son into the world that we might have life through him. Love consists in this: it is not we who loved God, but God loved us and sent his Son to expiate our sins.

It is difficult for us to believe that there is anything we can do to help our world that still seems to be so much like sheep without a shepherd, but Jesus is saying, quietly to you, insistently to you, ‘Give them something to eat yourselves.’
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