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St. John's story of how Jesus fed five thousand people with a bit of bread and two fish comes up as the gospel reading twice in the Church Year. We hear the story first in Lent, when it injects a note of feasting and of God's generous care for us into the middle of our main fasting season.
We hear it again today at the end of the Church year to help us remember what God is going to do at the end of time. The prophet Jeremiah, who wrote about 650 years before Christ, says that someday God will send a saviour who will be a descendant of King David. The saviour will gather all of God's people together from all over the world and bring them to live in their promised land.
That mighty act in the future will be so powerful and so staggering that it will even make people forget God's mightiest act in the past -- the Exodus -- when he led his people out of their bondage in Egypt. The feeding miracle connects to Jeremiah's prophecy through the clean-up. Jesus' disciples gather up twelve baskets of leftover fish and bread.
Twelve is the number for Israel -- twelve sons of Jacob, twelve tribes. The leftovers gathered up in twelve baskets reminded the crowd that Jeremiah said the saviour was going to gather up God's people. So the crowd praised Jesus and said, "This is of a truth that prophet that should come into the world."
What happens in the miracle mechanically is that as Jesus thanks God for the bread and the fish, and the disciples begin to pass it out. Jesus multiplies what is there, so it becomes enough to feed five thousand people. That is not unlike what happens in nature, where, over time, God makes a little become a lot in one sense, the closest we come to this miracle in normal life is in what happens at the altar on Sunday mornings. If you think about it, you will realize that the Communion service is a series of sacrifices.
The word "sacrifice" means "to make holy" "to set apart -- set aside -- differentiate." Anything we give to God is, in that sense, a sacrifice. On Sundays we give a number of things to God. We put them on the altar both literally and figuratively, and then he gives them back to us changed and perfected and purified. We join our sacrifices to Jesus' sacrifice on the cross.
We offer him bread and wine, and he gives it back to us as his Body and Blood. We offer him prayers, and he gives them back answered. We offer him our sins, and he forgives them. We offer God ourselves, our souls and bodies, and he gives them back purified and energized and filled with his own eternal life.
The most obvious thing we offer to God every Sunday is money. God doesn't keep the money, he gives it back to us to use for godly purposes. He multiplies the money to make it go farther than we might expect it to go. Money in the most tangible way possible represents everything God gives us. The money we give him represents in the most tangible way possible the level of our commitment and our confidence that he will take care of us.
In the prophecy of Malachi, God tells his people they have turned away from him and they need to turn back. The people ask, "What should we do to turn back to you?' God says, 'I ask you, is it right for a person to cheat God? Of course not, yet you are cheating me.' 'How?' you ask. In the matter of tithes and offerings. A curse is on all of you, because the whole nation is cheating me. Bring the full amount of your tithes to the temple, so that there will be plenty of food there. Put me to the test and you will see that I will open the windows of heaven and pour out on you in abundance all kinds of good things."
God tells us to tithe -- to give him back the first ten percent of everything he gives us. If we don't tithe, we are cheating him. If we put him to the test and go ahead and obey, he promises to shower down material blessings on us. In the logic of the gospel, he will multiply our tithe and multiply the faith and commitment it represents.
In the first New Testament church, people gave one hundred percent of what they had. The ten percent standard is there to tell us it is possible to give too little and so be cheating God. The one hundred per cent standard is there to tell us that it is never possible to give too much.
I am very blessed that I don't have to waste a lot of time nagging you about money. That is purely and simply because so many of you do tithe, and God blesses that and multiplies it. But preaching tithing is only secondarily about raising money for the church. It is primarily to tell you how you can get yourself right with God in this most important area of human life.
A tither knows he has done what he should, so he can enjoy the other ninety percent with a clear conscience. He can watch God take better care of him with the ninety than he could take care of himself if he hung onto the whole hundred. If you won't tithe, you miss out on the peace of mind and the daily display of God's care -- and you may live with the nagging suspicion that on the last day God is going to hold up your bank statement and ask, "Why did you cheat me? You really only cheated yourself."
So bring the full amount of tithes and you will see that God will open the windows of heaven and pour out on you in abundance all kinds of good things. 
The Collect: Stir up, we beseech thee, O Lord, the wills of thy faithful people; that they, plenteously bringing forth the fruit of good works, may by thee be plenteously rewarded; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: Jeremiah 23: 5 - 8
The Gospel: St. John 6: 5 - 14
