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Seventh Sunday after Pentecost (A)
July 31, 2011
The Rev. Dr. Christian Brocato
+ O God, source of all light, open our hearts to your love and grace through the power of your Spirit.  Amen.
One of Jeff’s and my favorite things to do is to eat out.  Now, now that’s not to say that we don’t like to cook, because we do, and we’re pretty good at it.  
For the past four Tuesdays, many of us ‘ate out’ as we visited Not Your Average Joe’s in Burlington as part of our fundraising project.  It was great fun, something to which to look forward on a Tuesday evening after a busy day of work.  We gathered with fellow parishioners and were hosted by the restaurant’s manager who hospitality was striking, accommodating and friendly.
Eating out has become a way of life for many Americans.  Perhaps because we work so many hours and might be so exhausted that eating what someone else has prepared is very appealing.  So whether at a nice restaurant or a fast food one, we do love to eat out.  
In a nice restaurant, one has the expectation of an overall package.  We look forward to an inviting décor, a friendly host, accommodating servers, good food and best of all, being with family or friends.  Indeed, isn’t it the company at dinner the most important aspect of any dining experience?

How about the company of thousands who had followed Jesus to a remote place?  There were no restaurants, no fast food places, no Seven Elevens or Cumberland Farms, but we hear a story about dining on loaves of bread and fish.  

For me, the story from Matthew’s gospel is really less about the feeding of the thousands, whatever the number might have actually been.  It is about one very important and key aspect of Jesus’ personality, life and ministry:  Compassion.  Jesus had compassion on those who had traveled to be with him, to hear him preach, to be in his presence.  
For me, it is Jesus’ compassion that is the highlight of this story and miracle.  Yes, there is the miracle of the loaves and fish but what about the miracle of compassion?  Could there be such a thing as a miracle of compassion?  I believe the answer is “yes.”  Even our first reading has much to do with compassion.   Jacob encounters someone with whom he wrestles and from whom he eventually asks for a blessing.  That same ‘someone’ gives Jacob a new name, Israel, a new way of looking at a previous reality.  
Jacob was blessed by this compassionate man and given a name which means, “he strives with God.”  We know who that man was.  The text confirms that when Jacob says, “For I have seen God face to face...”  
If we’ve listened carefully over the past several weeks, we might remember that Jacob wasn’t always a really nice guy.  Now through the compassion of God, he is given another chance.  Through the compassion of God, the name Israel will not only be his name but also the name of an entire nation of people.  
Compassion.  How compassionate are we in our daily lives, and how easy is it for us to not be compassionate?  How easy is it for us to hold grudges against others and difficult for us to be compassionate and let go of those grudges?  

Even here at All Saints, are we free of grudges against others?  Do we have compassion for others and allow them be who they are, do the best they can, work to be people who they are called to be for the sake of the Gospel?  When I last checked, I didn’t find any one of us who is perfect.  I didn’t find any one of us who is without sin, without the capacity of hurting someone else, without the potential of actions that may or may not sit well with everyone in the Church.  

Let’s go one step further.  What about compassion in our families, in our relationships, at school, at work, at play, in our giving to charities, in our volunteering for the sake of others, in our desire to be more like Jesus rather than like someone for whom compassion is not in their vocabulary?  
Like Jacob, now Israel, it seems to me that God gives us ‘chance after chance’ to become more like God. God longs for us to be people of compassion, people for whom the Gospel of Christ really means something.  
Yes, we are people who struggle and who keep up the good fight to let go of holding on to grudges or destructive ways of acting towards others.  We need to let go of painful memories of having been hurt by others or of hurting others or old ways of a ‘better than thou’ attitude that excludes others.  
We need to let go of being angry with God because of the death of a loved one, the loss of a relationship, a termination notice at work and the list goes on.  Yes, many of us keep lists, laundry lists, lists that clog our minds and prevent us from letting go of the past so that we can live and flourish in the present.
Jesus’ compassion fed thousands of people.  You and I have the capacity to fed thousands of people with kind actions, gentle words, generous giving and a kind of radical hospitality that is invitational rather than exclusive.  Here in this place, we experience the compassionate love of God in the person of Jesus and in this community of faith through the power of the Holy Spirit.  

May the compassion of God be with us, in us, through us and all around us!  May we be transformed as the thousands were transformed at the feet of Jesus!  Today, we rejoice in the radical hospitality of God that is the benchmark of compassion in a world so much in need of it.  Amen!
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