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Sarah: Hi Frank. I’m glad you stopped by 
today. How’s it going?

Frank: Everything’s fine. My kids are 
well. Phyllis likes the new house and my 
job is good.

Sarah: What did you want to talk about?

Frank: Well, I’m having a hard time 
bringing together what I hear at church 
and what I hear on the news.

SJS: What do you mean? Can you give 
me an example?

FC: At church, I hear, and believe, 
that there is room for everybody 
at the table, but the nightly news 
shows immigrants being turned 
away at the borders. I hear at 
church that the Kingdom is filled 
with peace, but when I travel, 
there are armed guards at the 
airports and I have to turn over 
my things at all those security 
points…even to the point of 
being scanned with that wand 
thing. I hear at church that we receive 
one another as beloved children of God, 
valuing each one as being made in God’s 
image and endowed with gifts. But every 
single night, there is another shooting in 
the city of Birmingham.

SJS: So you feel caught between two 
opposing thoughts?

FC: Do you remember the game we 
played as children called “Man in the 
Middle?”

SJS: I think so. Help me to remember.

FC: You have one ball and two teams 

that face one another with one person 
caught in the space between the teams. 
The ball gets thrown back and forth 
between the teams…

SJS: …and the person in the middle tries 
to get the ball so that they can join a 
team.

FC: Yes, that’s it! I feel like I am that man 
in the middle! And instead of two teams, 
I have two messages coming my way. 
They get tossed and batted about while 
I am trying to snatch on to one of them, 
but I can’t ever seem to get a hold on the 
ball. It’s maddening. Really, it is.

SJS: It sounds like the fear and anxiety 
in our culture: a whole bunch of mixed 
messages that have us all confused. 
Messages from the pulpit meant to 
involve loving action and messages from 
the outside world that are meant to 
paralyze you with fear.

FC: Even the weather people do it.  
“Prepare for severe weather,” they say 
six days in advance, and it never comes. 
They seem satisfied that we have made 
our run to the grocery store for milk and 
bread and batteries!

SJS: So if you are stuck in the middle, 
what’s it like there?
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
some point during my 
pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton
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WHERE FAITH COMES TO LIFE
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FC: Just like when I was a kid, I’m afraid I will never 
get the ball—never have a firm idea of what life 
should be like. I’m just jumping around on the whims 
of everyone else looking silly as I try my hardest!

SJS: Do I hear fear in your 
words?

FC: Oh, yes, indeed! Fear 
that I am not good enough; 
fear that I won’t succeed; 
fear that I am in the 
middle at the amusement 
of others, which, by the 
way, is not always a grace-
filled place.

SJS: So what do you do to get out of the middle?

FC: Most of the time, I work harder. I make one more 
phone call; write one more report; stay later and later, 
not to keep from falling behind but to keep one step 
ahead.

SJS: What are you afraid of Frank?

FC: I’m afraid there isn’t enough to go around; not 
enough food, not enough money, not enough medical 
care; not enough guns to keep us all safe.

SJS: And you…are you enough?

FC: Probably not! When the lights are turned off 
at night or I get sick, I worry if there is enough 
forgiveness for me! Am I good enough for Jesus to 
love me?

SJS: Do you remember the story about the child who 
offered his lunch to Jesus?

FC: Sure, it’s the one with five loaves of bread and 
two fish.

SJS: Right, so may I point out a couple of details that 

may help? 

FC: Go right ahead.

SJS: The crowds (John calls them “the multitudes”) 
play an important role. 
Like the two teams you 
mentioned in the game 
“Man in the Middle,” the 
crowds keep surrounding 
Jesus, following him 
everywhere and putting 
him in the middle. They 
gather on the mountain; 
and witnessing his miracle, 

they want to take him by force to be their King; they 
follow him across the Sea of Galilee to another city. 
They are ever present, making demands of Jesus.

FC: It sounds exhausting!

SJS: It’s why Jesus kept trying to escape to lonely 
places. He needed to refuel.

FC:  What’s this got to do with me?

SJS: I think those crowds are a lot like the two teams 
in the game. They like to believe they have the 
power to make you jump around as they throw out 
messages of despair. Oooh, that crowd isn’t quiet! 
They beg and plead for your attention, just like they 
do with Jesus. Each story is a little more sensational. 
They are willing to suck the creative energy right out 
of you. They will keep you jumping and believing that 
what you have already done isn’t good enough. You 
feel you must keep trying harder and harder.

Another thing to remember about the crowd is that 
Jesus never separates them.

FC: What do you mean?

SJS: He never asks the disciples to divide the 
multitudes into old and young, or men and 
women. They don’t get separated according to 
their socioeconomic status or by test scores or by 
academic degree achieved or by the strength of 
their individual faith. They don’t even get divided by 
American or non-American, white or black, straight or 
LGBTQ. 

FC: You mean the Republicans have to sit next to 
the Democrats and the Presbyterians next to the 
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Jesus puts us all on a level 
playing field. They are just 

people, all treated the same, all 
receiving the full attention of 

Jesus. 



Baptists??

SJS: Yes, Jesus puts us all on a level playing field. They 
are just people, all treated the same, all receiving the 
full attention of Jesus.

FC: It doesn’t sound like such a simple children’s story 
any more.

SJS: It is not simple. Do you have room for another 
thought? Philip represents the church in this story.

FC: What’s that got to do with me?

SJS: Aren’t you a good church goer? You mentioned 
having trouble reconciling what you hear at church 
with what you hear in the world…

FC: Yeah.

SJS: Well, when the people 
begin to gather, Jesus 
says to Philip, “How are we 
going to buy bread so that 
these people may eat?” 
The writer of John’s gospel 
then tells us that this is a 
trick question asked on 
purpose by Jesus. Already 
knowing the answer, Jesus 
puts this question forward 
with a twinkle in his eye 
to test his star student’s 
ability to fully enter into 
the possibilities of the Kingdom.

FC: …and how does Philip do?

SJS: It seems to me that Philip responds like we do 
at church when an impossible task is put before us. 
We check the balance of our bank accounts! We are 
driven by charts and graphs and predictions so that 
we allow money to drive our decisions rather than 
faith.

FC: Boy, I can relate to that! Every night, I am 
reconciling my checking account with the bank’s 
records to be sure that there is enough to pay the 
bills.

SJS: You are being responsible, Frank and technically, 
it works. But when a child offers his lunch of a measly 
five barley loaves and two fish, our conscience gets 

pricked. But take notice that the writer of John’s 
gospel does not explain how this miracle happens. He 
does not even express curiosity about the abundance 
of bread. He does not, like some scholars, think it 
didn’t happen. He does not, like I have preached 
before, think all the people pulled out their lunches 
and shared, so that the miracle becomes focused on 
everyone deciding to share. No, all that John tells us 
is that this is a new reality occurring right before our 
eyes. Jesus enacts a new world with an example of 
his capacity and with his authority at the center. It is 
a new reality where all things work together for good 
for those who love him.

Who would have believed that there would be twelve 
baskets left over? Nobody can believe it if what they 
live in is a world of scarcity where there is not enough 
and we must cringe and save and protect and never 
share and not let anyone get a free lunch because 
we just might run out. What we witness is beyond 

all of our hopes and 
wishes. What we witness 
is a world that cannot keep 
our imaginations captive 
any longer. It frees us to 
fully live even if caught in 
the middle, because grace 
is not measured by our 
anxieties.

I am fascinated that in 
John’s gospel, it isn’t the 
disciples who serve the 
bread and fish. It is Jesus 

himself placing it in the uplifted hands of each person 
in the crowd.

FC: Doesn’t it say 5,000 people were there?

SJS: It says 5,000 men—the women and children 
would have increased that number significantly. So 
Frank, let me give you another image.

The story continues to say that after everyone was 
full, that the disciples gathered up the fragments. 
From the things you have said today, it seems to 
me that you not only feel fragmented, but that the 
fragments in and of themselves seem insignificant 
or unworthy. I suspect that you have had some 
shattering experiences in your journey…just recently 
there was an extended hospital stay; there are your 
two children who I imagine gave you a challenge or 
two and isn’t there a divorce somewhere in there?

What we witness is a 
world that cannot keep our 
imaginations captive any 
longer. It frees us to fully 
live even if caught in the 

middle, because grace is not 
measured by our anxieties.
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FC: Yes, and then there’s that!

SJS: So Frank, you know that feeling of not being 
enough; not good enough, not available enough; not 
wise enough…

FC: Live with it every day…

SJS: So, take your hands and cup them. In my 
imagination, I like to think that all those multitudes 
of people offer their hands to Jesus in this way when 
he serves them. They are offering their emptiness, so 
that Jesus can fill them. But in offering their hands 
in this open manner, Jesus can see all the broken 
places in their lives as he himself breaks the bread 
and breaks the fish. He keeps offering, with faithful 
persistence, abundance, plenty, more than enough 
when it seems there is only lack. Lack of food, lack of 
faith, lack of worthiness.

Maybe when you feel like you are not enough, you 
can cup your hands and offer the hollow nothingness 
that resides there to Jesus, who can fill you with a 
blessing and make you whole. With your hands open, 
wait to see what feast Jesus offers to you from the 
fragments that remain. (“Blessing the Fragments,” The 
Painted Prayer book, July 29)

FC: Are you trying to tell me that we don’t need to 
measure grace according to our anxieties?

SJS: So if we don’t measure grace according to our 
anxiety, how do we measure grace?

FC: Maybe we can’t!

SJS: Later in the story, Jesus tells the disciples not 
to be afraid, because following him would mean 
seeing some pretty unusual things. Because of that, 
we realize that grace doesn’t have to be explainable 
nor a contradiction to economic theory. Maybe the 
abundance of grace is just a gift, and to receive it, all 
we have to do is accept it. We receive just enough to 
be filled, just like the multitudes did in their upturned 
hands that day on the hillside with Jesus.

FC: Sarah, how do you know that there is enough 
grace?

SJS: Do you know Winifred Bryant?

FC: Yes, isn’t she the mother of Twila Fortune? …The 
mother and daughter over whom our church started?

SJS: You are right. Winifred is now at home on 
hospice care and I visited her this week. I offered to 
read scripture and she said she would like that. So 
I turned to the Psalms and began: “I lift up my eyes 
to the hills…” and before I could draw a breath to 
continue, she said 

FC: “from whence cometh my help.”

SJS: Yes, Frank. I continued: My help comes from the 
Lord,

FC: who made heaven and earth.

SJS: He will not let your foot be moved:

FC: He will not slumber while he keeps me.

SJS: The Lord is your keeper

FC: the Lord is my shade so that the sun will not 
strike me in the day nor the moon at night.

SJS: The Lord will keep you from all evil.

FC: The Lord keeps my life.

SJS: The Lord will keep your going out and your 
coming in…

FC: …from this time forth and forever more.

SJS: Frank, this sounds like enough for me.

FC: Yes, it does. Is this when I say, “Thanks be to 
God?”

SJS and FC together: May it be so, Amen.

– 4 –

Maybe when you feel like 
you are not enough, you can 

cup your hands and offer 
the hollow nothingness that 

resides there to Jesus


