THE COIN OF THE REALM

Mark 6:30The apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to him all they had done and taught. 31Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, "Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest."  32So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place. 33But many who saw them leaving recognized them and ran on foot from all the towns and got there ahead of them. 34When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching them many things.  35By this time it was late in the day, so his disciples came to him. "This is a remote place," they said, "and it's already very late. 36Send the people away so they can go to the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat."  37But he answered, "You give them something to eat."   They said to him, "That would take eight months of a man's wages[e]! Are we to go and spend that much on bread and give it to them to eat?"  38"How many loaves do you have?" he asked. "Go and see." When they found out, they said, "Five—and two fish."  39Then Jesus directed them to have all the people sit down in groups on the green grass. 40So they sat down in groups of hundreds and fifties. 41Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to heaven, he gave thanks and broke the loaves. Then he gave them to his disciples to set before the people. He also divided the two fish among them all. 42They all ate and were satisfied, 43and the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces of bread and fish. 44The number of the men who had eaten was five thousand.


So, let me tell you about the $1300 carp. A carp is a kind of fish. It was caught by one of two brothers I knew while living in Kansas. At the end of a day's fishing, all they had to show for  their effort was one 7 pound carp. Before you get too impressed with 7 pounds of fish, remember that carp can come a lot bigger than that. And once its been cleaned, what's most work keeping are three pounds of meat that is often muddy-flavored and full of loose bones. That's why most fishermen in Minnesota either throw them back or use them as garden fertilizer. 


So as they brought their boat into shore, the two brothers debated whether to release the carp or plant it under one of their tomato plants. Then one of them hit on the idea, “Hey! Let's give it to Aunt Bertha! She knows how to cook carp!”


Which they did. And Bertha was so pleased that they had thought of her that she went to her freezer and gave each of them one of her eighteen inch long poppyseed rolls in exchange for seven pounds of dead carp. Bertha's freezer was always full of poppyseed rolls, a few of which would go by airplane each year to the Washington State Mennonite Central Committee Relief Sale where they would be auctioned off for as much as $650 each. At that price you're talking about a controlled substance. They really were that good, but the unbelievably high price was more about the buyers' generosity and support for MCC's ministries, than it was about the drop-dead wonderful flavor of those poppyseed rolls. And that's why I call it the $1300 carp: one carp for two $650 poppyseed rolls. With three pounds of usable meat, that's roughly $433 a pound.  You can actually order some varieties of Russian caviar for less. Knowing all this, the two   brothers thanked their aunt for their poppyseed rolls and almost fainted.


If you're wondering why Bertha would make such a lop-sided exchange for a fish that most people consider worthless, remember that Bertha came of age during the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl era, what they called back then, “The Dirty Thirties.” But she often said, “I didn't think we were so poor back then because no one around us had anything; we were all equally hard up. And we all shared. No one had new clothes, we grew most of our own food in the garden, and got protein any way we could.”


 That included drainage ditch drives, in which three or four guys walked together up a drainage ditch with pitchforks and nets, driving carp and catfish ahead of themselves, upstream, until there was more fish than water, where they could be easily caught and divided up among the participants. 


And so Bertha grew up picking her share of carp bones from between her teeth, and yet grateful for the protein, which was rare. “Just pressure cook them,” she said, “and the bones will slide right down. You can even pretend its canned salmon.” Growing up in the Depression also explained why, when she died in her mid-eighties, Bertha's shelves were full of canned foods that she had put up over the years. And her basement was full of gold. Not the metallic kind. But something that fetches the price of gold, per ounce, at Relief Sales at least. 


I'll explain in a minute.


Those two fishing brothers weren't the only ones who got free poppyseed rolls from Aunt Bertha. More than once I found one in my coat pocket after church, rolled up in aluminum foil. Recycled aluminum foil, of course. Add recycled aluminum foil to poppyseed rolls and pressure cooking carp, and you get a sense for Bertha's idea of economy. Thrift, generosity and reciprocity--sharing-- were key to her kind of economy.


And that's what I'm hoping to talk about today. Economy. Not “the economy,” although that's as much on our minds as if there were a raging blizzard outside. And we would have just as little control over either. No, if I were to start lecturing about economics this morning, you would see through my confusion and ignorance pretty quickly. But what I do remember from Economics 101 class long ago is that the word “economy” is Greek for “law of the household” or “household rules.” 
“Oikos” is Greek for “house” or “household” and “nomos” is Greek for “rules” or “law.” “Oiko-nomos” became eco-nomics in English. 


That's the economy I want to talk about this morning. Its another economy beside the one you hear rocking and rolling right now. An economy that remains strong, and which sometimes even grows stronger, while the other one cracks and crumbles. Its the economy of God's kingdom. To understand this economy, don't think of a vast, impersonal market place; think of a smaller and more intimate household. 


Like the household which many of us here try to manage today. If your home is anything like ours, one of the rules is probably that everyone eats, gets clothes and medicines equally, according to their need. None of this business of having one child pig out and throw away what he can't eat, while another child simply looks on with their tummy grumbling. If there's plenty, everyone gets a crack at it. If there's not, everyone tightens their belts. The household members all share in plenty and poverty alike.


While everyone gets what they need, another law of the household is that everyone  contributes what they can. Even if its only a carp. Maybe our generation has gotten away from this somewhat, but when Bertha was growing up, everyone had jobs around the home feeding chickens, milking cows, weeding the garden, helping bake and can food, sawing and splitting firewood, whatever was needed, whatever you were capable of.  Even if one was too old or too infirm to do hard labor, one could watch the kids, quilt, or tell bedtime stories. In a way that seemed almost magical, everyone benefited from everyone else's contribution, no matter how small, in more ways than by money, in ways that you couldn't always calculate in a checkbook. 


Which leads to a third law of the household: riches exist to serve relationships, and not vice versa. Production serves people, not the other way around. True riches consist of the quality and quantity of human-to-human, heart-to-heart relations, connections and obligations. Real riches consist of the people who will come through for you just as you would come through for them. And in the ways they come through for you. Real riches consist of the character traits and the spiritual gifts that keep life and love flowing and growing and spreading out like waves from a rock thrown into a pond. Because when the final tally is made and our personal accounts are audited before the Great White Throne in heaven, these relational riches and character qualities will be the only ones that count, the only wealth we can take with us.


As I hope to show, these household laws, from Aunt Bertha to you and to me, are very much like the household laws and economic policy of God's Kingdom, which Jesus demonstrated in the feeding of five thousand households with five loaves of bread and two fish. In that miraculous event, we see in play the “oiko- nomos” or “household rules” of the kingdom that Jesus came to proclaim and to demonstrate. This miracle is nothing short of a demonstration of the economic policy of God's Kingdom. The household rules of God's kingdom again are: everyone gets what they need, everyone contributes according to their ability, and true wealth is measured by human character, spiritual gifts, and relationships. These riches are recession-proof.


Typically, and traditionally, we teach and preach from this miracle of the loaves and fishes about the wonder-working powers of Jesus. And its true. I see those powers at work.  Typically, and traditionally, we preach from this miracle about the compassion of Jesus, who performed this miracle out of love for the hungry and leaderless masses. And its true. I see his compassion at work, too, for the whole human being, and not just our eternal souls.  Typically, and traditionally, we also preach from this miracle about how Jesus demonstrates something about himself, as the very bread of life who gives himself fully and freely to however many will receive him, to nourish and sustain us for eternal life. And its true. I see that, too. That's where John's Gospel goes with this miracle, to record Jesus' words, “I am the Bread of Life. Whoever comes to me will never hunger..” 


But today, with an economic and financial blizzard of bad news and fear raging around us today, I'd like to talk about what this miracle of multiplication tells us about the economics, the "household rules," of God's kingdom. Every human kingdom has an economic policy. That is no less true for the kingdom of God. Every one of Jesus' miracles is not only an act of power, not only an act of compassion, not only a demonstration of his nature, every one of his miracles is also a demonstration of the nature of God's kingdom, the rules of God's household, here and now, and as it shall be in the future, and as it was in the past, before the fall and our expulsion from Eden.


And we had better know something about God's economic policy for his kingdom, or his household. Because two things are forcing to our attention the difference between the economy of human kingdoms and that of God's kingdom: 1) the current economic crisis in the world; and 2) our church's upcoming move to one of two possible worship and ministry locations. That move will come with some costs. And it  will present us with both opportunities and challenges. Some of them are related to poverty and human need. 


We can't do much about the first one, the worldwide economic slowdown. It will impact us all. It will force all of us to think very carefully about our values and our budgets, our purchases and our giving. It is already forcing upon us the truth of what Ghandi said, that "There is enough for everyone's need, but there is not enough for everyone's greed." 


The current economic storm will also force all of us to rely even more upon God and each other, and to stockpile the only riches we can carry into the next world: those we dare to share in trust and compassion. That's why Emmanuel Mennonite Church has a deacon's fund, for example. With enough care and compassion, we can help each other through the rough time ahead. We can come through with the eternal riches of godly relationships intact and even multiplied.


But the second thing, the costs, the challenges and the opportunities around our upcoming move: as someone observed this past Tuesday morning during the sermon roundtable breakfast, just as the disciples went with Jesus to a different place, to find hungry and needy people waiting for them, so we too will move to a different place where we may find hungry and needy people waiting for us. But we can do something about that.


And like the disciples, we too will hear Jesus saying to us, “You give them something to eat.” 


  Who? Me, Jesus?


Yes. You give them something to eat, by way of the Bread of Life, the word of God. You give them something to eat, by way of real bread if there's too much month left after the end of their food stamps. You give them something to eat, even if they're only hungry for friendship, a smile, a hug, or just a word of welcome.  You give them something to eat, I can still hear Jesus saying.


Gulp. You mean, Now? When the economy is so shaky and our retirement funds have gone backward ten years in value? What do we even have to offer?


As a church, we have been quite generous over the years in support of international mission and ministries. Soon it will be our turn to step up and give a more  needy neighborhood than this one something to eat, when it seems like all we have right now is five loaves of bread and two fishes. We used to have seven loaves and three fishes, but that was before Lehman Brothers went belly-up.  


But if its of any help, remember who it is telling us, “You give them something to eat:” Jesus, who is himself the Bread of Life. Before we panic and cry out, “But it would take eight months of a person's salary to even begin to address such deep and crying need!” remember that Jesus is simply asking us to share what he has already freely given us, of himself. And remember that as long as we stay connected to him, we are also connected to resources of which the human mind and the smartest economists have no idea. And don't forget that the little which the disciples had was more than enough for Jesus to work with, once they sacrificed and surrendered it all to him. 


Now, I should tell you that in the halls of Bible scholarship there has long been a debate between those who see this feeding of the five thousand as a miracle of multiplication, and those who see it as a miracle of manipulation. That is, either Jesus actually made five loaves of bread multiply into five thousand, or, those disciples, scared out of their wits, closed their eyes, held their breaths, and tossed five loaves of bread and two fish into a basket while thousands of people sat down expecting lunch. And that incredibly risky action inspired everyone else there to dig into their pockets and purses and pull out the loaves and pieces of bread and smoked fish they had brought along and were hoarding for themselves, and to toss them into baskets to share, too. If that's what actually happened, that would be impressive enough. But I think the plainest, simplest most straightforward reading of the obvious meaning of the text argues in favor of a miracle of multiplication, not manipulation. Jesus made bread multiply itself.


But the other reading does have this in its favor: isn't that how we often experience the generosity and hospitality of God, and his power to provide resources that we never knew were there, beyond our capacity to foresee them? After we have gone out on a limb to help others? And whenever people see a need, and they see someone else going out on a limb to address that need, aren't they then more likely reach into their own pockets and surprise themselves and others with their own risky acts of generosity? Like the time, six or seven years ago, when a Mennonite truck driver from Iowa just happened to show up in the Twin Cities with an empty truck, because a job here had just fallen through for him, just when we were wondering how we were going to get thousands of Iraqi refugee relief kits to a Mennonite Central Committee processing center. But he and his truck showed up only after our local churches and the Ten Thousand Villages store had gone out on a limb in the first place to collect all those kits. No one had any idea that so many refugee kits would come in. No one knew where we'd put them all; no one knew how we'd get them to MCC warehouses in Goshen, Indiana, or Newton, Kansas. But no one ever turned any kits away, either.


As for another example of God meeting us when we went out on a limb, just consider the gracious responses we have received from churches willing to rent us space,  churches which could probably have gotten better deals from other renters.


And now we are again in a similar moment, facing a similar combination of growing needs and scarce resources. Actually, we never really left such a place. Perhaps you've seen the poster or the bumper sticker that says, “It will be a great day when the schools have all the money they need, and the Air Force has to hold a bake sale to buy a new bomber.” We, the citizens of the kingdom of God, engaged in God's audacious plan to save the world, are bake sale people, facing monstrous human needs and the hosts of hell, with bake sale resources. Its where the church has most often been, ever since the end of that short boat ride that Jesus took with his disciples. Its also where and when we do our best work. Give us too much power and money and we just go to the dogs and spend it all on Crusades and cathedrals.  But in that space where the needy crowds are growing and gathering, and our human resources appear inadequate to match the need, there is where Jesus seems to want us. There and then is where and when we hear Jesus say, “You give them something to eat.” By “you” he means us. And by “something to eat,” he means the resources that can only come from heaven, once we've thrown what little we have into the basket. 


Its no place for the faint at heart.


But you never know what heaven might come up with. And its not always only money. Not all that glitters is gold. In Aunt Bertha's basement and storage cabinets were piles of brightly colored fabric, some of which were torn from old dresses that had been handed down from one sister to the next. That's the gold I told you'd I talk about, which Bertha regularly provided for many MCC quilters in addition to herself. Anyone who had grown up during the Dirty Thirties would recognize them immediately as having come from sacks of chicken feed, which were marketed to serve a dual purpose. Once the the chickens were fed and the sacks were empty, the brightly colored and patterened cloth could be turned into dresses, skirts and aprons. Over the years, these hand-me-down chicken feed dresses have taken on a third life as they get cut up for patches for quilts, which are sold at Mennonite Central Committee Relief Sales. Buyers come from both coasts to the Kansas Relief Sale looking for quilts that will sell for top dollar in Baltimore or Washington or San Francisco. Those made of chicken feed sack dresses often get the highest bids. The history they speak of, histories of poverty and hard work and of making do and getting by and "yes-all-my-bigger-sisters--wore-this-same-dress" help drive the prices up.


 And then the money they fetch goes into greater, kingdom of God riches, such as relationships between MCC health and sanitation workers and people who need clean water and good maternal care. That extra value is not just a matter of inflated perceptions, it becomes real relationships between MCC teachers in Muslim settings overseas and fledgling, half-underground, persecuted churches that need friends, such as those MCC workers. In the economy of God's kingdom, those polka dots and stripes and stars on those chicken feed dresses become relationships that allow farmers in Colombia to stay on their land and their children to stay in school. That is the work of God's kingdom. Such compassion is the coin of God's realm. And God knows how to make it happen even when all we have to give are poppyseed rolls and fabric scraps from second hand dresses made from former sacks of chicken feed, the currency, and the uniform, of the Depression-era poor. Or even carp.


Yes, this story calls us to dig deep and dare to share what we have and invest in God's oiko-nomos, his economy, even when it seems like what we have is not enough. Five loaves of bread and two fish were not enough for thirteen fully grown men either, let alone five thousand households. But it also calls us to trust not in ourselves, nor in our human resources, and certainly not in a panicky, punch-drunk market, but in the power of God to do exceedingly above and beyond anything we can think or imagine, to show that it is by God's power, and for God's honor, that God's kingdom comes. But that only happens when we're out there on a limb, in that place where our resources stop and God's resources are visible only to the eye of faith, and a heart full of compassion. 


It is often said that the human economy runs on only two states of mind: greed and fear. Some people got really greedy these last few years, and now everyone is afraid. But in today's gospel story we see how the economy of God's kingdom runs on two opposite values: compassion and trust. Christ's compassion for the hungry multitudes called forth compassion from his disciples. But to act on that compassion, they also had to act in trust: trust that God could work with what little they had to sacrifice, and; trust that there would still be enough for themselves once they had made that sacrifice. And as always, God proved that he will be in no one's debt.
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