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4 Lent, Yr B; John 6:4-15 (Barley loaves)
Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother said, “There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish.  But what are they among so many people?”
Have you ever thought about how the boy must have felt?  Here he was, probably a bit hungry, with a very modest meal he had brought for himself.  The Greek helps us out here, to better understand the meaning.  The word translated as ‘boy’ is from the Greek paidarion.  Used for a youth who is no longer a child.  In the OT used for Joseph when he was 17, and of Benjamin, aged 19.  But this Greek term was also used for a young slave.  The Greek clearly indicates that the bread was barley bread and the fish were dried fish.  Not the ichthys of the other Gospels, but opsarion.
It’s a pretty clear indication that the lad was poor.  Barley bread was inferior to that produced from wheat.  Jewish law dictated that if a man provided an estranged wife with barley bread, he had to give her twice the ration of wheat bread.  It’s interesting that according to a 3rd century Jewish writing, a husband must provide an estranged wife with bread, legumes, oil, and fruit.  Amounts were specified, with the total caloric intake coming to 1800 calories per day.  Right in the range recommended today by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization.

The commentator William Barclay sheds some additional light on barley bread.  He writes of  a regulation in the Mishnah concerning the offering that must be made by a woman guilty of adultery.  Typically a trespass offering of flour and wine and oil, intermixed, would be made.  With the flour made from wheat.  But it was laid down that, in the case of adultery, the flour could be barley flour.  Because barley was the food of beasts and the woman’s sin was the sin of a beast.
Barley continued to be thought of as second rate bread for ages.  Maybe some of you may have heard of the German regulation known as the Reinheitsgebot.  Which, literally translated is “purity requirement.”  It was adopted in 1516 regarding the sale and production of beer.  Specifying that the only ingredients which may be used for brewing beer must be barley, hops and water.

Why was the grain restricted to barley, excluding wheat or rye?  Just to ensure that there would be sufficient amounts of affordable bread.  So the more valuable grains would be used for bread, not beer.
So the lad was a youth, possibly a slave, and poor.  And our Gospel gives no indication that he freely offered his lunch to share with the multitude, or that Andrew bothered to ask him if he was willing.  Just, “Here is a lad who has five barley loaves and two dried fish.”
There is another Biblical story that would have come to mind for those who first heard John’s gospel account of the loaves and fishes.  But not to most of us today.  The story is of the prophet Elisha, found in 2 Kings 4:42.
A man came from Baal-shalishah, bringing food from the first fruits to the man of God: twenty loaves of barley and fresh ears of grain in his sack.  Elisha said, “Give it to the people and let them eat.”  But his servant said, “How can I set this before a hundred people?”  So he repeated, “Give it to the people and let them eat, for thus says the Lord, ‘They shall eat and have some left.’ He set it before them, they ate, and had some left, according to the word of the Lord.”
Abundance vs. scarcity.
There is an interesting story about abundance, told by an Episcopal priest named Amy McCreath.  She is priest-in-charge of St. Christopher’s Church, in River Hills, Wisconsin.  She had lived for one year in a village in Kenya, Africa.  In the village, each woman had a bag, called a kiodo.  Typically the kiodos were made of sisal (a durable fiber made from plants) and recycled plastic bags.  Each kiodo is unique.

The women carry them everywhere and use them for many things.  But there was one special custom every woman would always follow, whenever visiting a neighbor, relative, or friend.  She would fill their kiodo with whatever happened to be growing in her garden, or whatever was on the shelves of her kitchen.  It would be filled to overflowing, then covered with a knitted cover, so no one can see inside.  When she arrives at the home of her host, she hands the kiodo to the woman of the house.  Casually, without any comment or ceremony.  The kiodo is taken to the kitchen and emptied.  The host says nothing about it.  At the end of the visit, the host brings the kiodo back to her guest, filled with whatever was in the host’s garden, or on her kitchen shelves.  There is no ceremony, no thank you, no explanation.  It has been done this way for centuries.

Kiodos are exchanged between rich and poor, in times of plenty and in times of want.  Between good friends and between people who are practically strangers.  They are always exchanged, and always full.  There is always enough to share, and always the willingness to receive.  It is an act of abundance, the renouncement of scarcity.  The sharing of food.

In Jesus’ day the sharing of food meant the sharing of bread.  Half of their caloric intake was bread.  So it was inevitable that bread would become linked to the faith of the Israelites.  The Passover (the Feast of Unleavened Bread), the Bread of the Presence, manna in the wilderness.  In the NT there is the feeding of the 5000 (our gospel today), the feeding of the 4000, and the Last Supper.  Bread, used often by Jesus in his teachings.  “Man does not live by bread alone . . .”  “I am the bread of life.”  “I am the bread that came down from heaven.”  “Give us this day our daily bread.”

And the focus was not only theological – in ritual, in prayer, in teaching.  It was also practical.  In Leviticus we hear, “And when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest; you shall leave them for the poor and for the stranger.”  And in Isaiah, “Is not this the fast that I choose (says the Lord) . . . Is it not to share your bread with the poor? . . . If you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be like the noonday.”

Jewish midrash on Ps 118 says, “When you are asked in the world to come, “What was your work?” and you answer, “I fed the hungry,” you will be told, “This is the gate of the Lord, enter into it, you who have fed the hungry.”  From Jewish midrash on the Torah: “If a stranger comes and says, “I am hungry.  Please give me food,” we are not allowed to check to see if he is honest or not; we must immediately give him food.”
Our Christian tradition urges us the help the hungry.  In the parable of the sheep and the goats, Jesus says, “Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food . . .”  Paul writes in the book of Romans, “If your enemies are hungry, feed them . . .”  And in the book of James, “If a brother or a sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?”

I was surprised to learn that the fundamental issue in world hunger is not overpopulation.  Where there is simply not enough food produced to meet world-wide need.  Measured globally, there is enough to feed everyone. There is enough grain being produced today to provide everybody in the world with about 3500 calories a day.  Higher than the average American consumption.  Adding vegetables, fruits, meat, fish, and so on makes the daily food production equivalent to 4.3 lbs of food per person.

Each year, about 3 million children under the age of five die because they are undernourished. But the number is decreasing.  Many people and organizations are beginning to see that world hunger can be ended.
In June 2005, more than 1,000 representatives of more than 40 religious groups – Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus–gathered in the National Cathedral in Washington to pray for an end to global poverty. "There's a moral convergence happening among religious leaders on the issue of poverty," according to the Rev. Jim Wallis, author and founder of the organization Sojourners, a Christian group advocating peace and justice.

The work being done on many fronts to eliminate hunger is striking.  Food for the Poor has distributed $2.3 billion in food and other supplies for those in the Caribbean and Central America.  With an administrative overhead of just 4%.  Bread for the World is a citizens group of over 54,000 people of faith, and is the organization behind Hunger Sunday.

A report compiled by the Association of Arizona Food Banks, dated January 2008, finds that there are 47 agencies in Yuma County working to combat hunger.  Between 2006 and 2007 over 5 million pounds of food were distributed by Yuma food banks.  18.5% of the population live below the federal poverty guideline, amounting to 33,600 people.  Over 40% are children.  The 2009 guideline is $22,050 for a family of four.
Imagine yourself among this crowd of 33,600.  Pretend you are a youth, in your teens.  Someone without much money.  Someone with second rate bread and a couple of small, dried fish.  And Jesus comes to you, asking you to give up your bread, your fish.  Asking you to have faith, asking you to share.  Telling you that it will be enough.
Imagine yourself next to Jesus.  And he reaches out his hand, and you give him your bread, your fish.

The Jesus takes the bread and the fish, looks up to heaven, blesses and brakes the bread, and gives it to others to feed the crowds.  “Took.”  “Blessed.”  “Broke.”  “Gave.”  And, even as a youth, you realize that this isn’t just about the hungry being fed.  This is about the night he was betrayed, words from the Last Supper.  “While they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it to the disciples, and said, ‘Take, eat; this is my body.’”

Words of abundance.  Words of grace.

Jesus also said, “They need not go away; you give them something to eat.”
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