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Pentecost 9, Proper 12 July 25, 2021 

St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 

 

Giving and Receiving 
 

Usually what you see is not what you get.  Robin Wall Kimmerer is a Potawatomi Indian, 

and a botanist at State University of New York.  She is also an author and poet.  In her 

book, Braiding Sweetgrass,1 she explains that sweetgrass, the first gift of Sky Woman, is 

harvested and braided into symbols of love, concern, respect and well wishes for others. 

 

She tells of one of her graduate students who wanted to study the effects of two different 

harvesting methods of sweetgrass used by the Potawatomi tribe.  One involved pinching 

off the stems just above the rootstock, and the other involved yanking up the whole plant, 

roots and all.  Her academic advisory committee wasn't impressed.  “Harvesting is always 

detrimental to plant life,” one said.  He couldn't see how this would contribute anything 

significant to science. The student went ahead with the project anyway.  She marked out 

three equal plots.  The first, she harvested in one way, the second, the other, and the third 

plot was her control plot, in which she did not harvest at all.  She found that, while the 

two harvesting methods caused almost identical impact, the harvested plots flourished 

under human harvesting, and the unharvested one languished, forcing an apology from 

the adversarial advisor.  In Potawatomi spirituality, the taking and receiving of gifts 

creates a thriving community.  Sweetgrass is a first gift of the earth to which humans 

respond by harvesting and gifting to others. 

 

Usually, what you see is not what you get.  In today's Gospel lesson, Jesus heads out into 

the hills, and a bunch of people find him there.  He asks Philip a leading question, 

“Where are we to buy bread to feed these people?” Philip is flummoxed, of course.  Six 

months' wages would hardly give them each a snack!  So, they take a boy's lunch (I 

wonder what he thought!) and, with no great fanfare or fancy prayers, they just start 

passing out food, and passing out food, and passing out food...and everybody eats so 

much that it takes 12 baskets to clean up.  Bread and fish are first gifts of God, harvested 

and gifted to others. 

 

The people seem to miss the point.  They begin to speculate about who this Jesus is who 

can take five loaves and two fish and feed 5000 people.  Elijah?  The predicted Prophet?   

Both of these figures were to appear to announce the coming of the Messiah, who would 

lead them into battle against their oppressors (Rome) and regain God's ordained political 

sovereignty...or so they thought.  Better make this guy king right off the bat so he can get 

to work, right?  But he dodges them and heads out to pray. 

 

When evening comes the disciples tire of waiting for Jesus and head home.  Of course 

(we only hear about these crossings when this happens,) a storm blows up.  By the time 

Jesus takes out across the water they should really have been home already, but the wind 

is against them and they are struggling.  So here comes Jesus, striding on the water, 
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spooking them out of their wits, and having to calm them down before they will let him 

in the boat—and then somehow, they're at home's harbor, safe and sound.  Safe haven is a 

first gift of God, meant to be gifted to others. 

 

I've heard a hundred sermons on this passage if I've heard one, and they almost all go in 

one of two directions.  One shows how this is an example of the abundance of the 

Kingdom, and if we have faith enough to trust God, our meager supplies will suffice to 

the need.  In this line, the miracle is God somehow messing with matter and creating 

something out of nothing—which God is, of course, plenty capable of doing, since that's 

what God does in creation all the time.  So, stick close to Jesus and you'll have all you 

need for life and ministry. 

 

The other suspects that what really happened was that Jesus' willingness to sacrifice the 

lunch of the hapless kid shames everybody else into bringing out their own secret stashes 

and sharing.  In this line, the miracle is not the multiplication of bread, but of peoples' 

willingness to share, anticipating that great Reign of God where love will be the law of 

the land.  So, we should share what we have because that's how God is. 

 

Both of these sermons essentially treat the calming of the storm as a separate and 

unrelated story.  But maybe they're not.  Maybe they are teaching us the same thing.  God 

has given us the first gift, which we are to receive and pass along, because the giving and 

receiving of gifts creates a thriving community.  Maybe this is Jesus’ take on sweetgrass. 

 

If so, then what you often see is not what you should get.  If we see the feeding of the 

5000 as God's first gift, then making Jesus king is exactly the wrong thing to do.  We 

understand kings.  Kings make one person more powerful than all the rest.  When 

someone is more powerful than anyone else, if you can get on their good side, life is 

good.  World politics don’t have that many kings anymore, but the world economy is full 

of kings.  Capitalism is an economic system, but not necessarily a moral one.  It doesn’t 

have the language to talk about giving and receiving of gifts.  It can’t effectively talk 

about those who end up on the fringes.  It only creates a thriving community for some, 

not all. 

 

How about instead, if each of these people goes home and makes a meal for their 

neighbor who is ill, or takes a loaf of bread to someone lonely and afraid, or a couple of 

fish to someone who hasn't eaten protein in days, or organizes an apprenticeship program 

for those who have no options for learning a trade?  It's not just the right thing to do, it's 

the heavenly thing to do.  It's life giving.  The whole community thrives when we live in 

reciprocal, interdependent gift-giving.  It dies when we do not.  Capitalism, as 

fundamental to human society as it seems, is incapable of doing this.  Only divine love 

working in and through us can. 

 

If we see the calming of the storm and arrival at safe haven as God's first gift, then 

making Jesus king is exactly the wrong thing to do.  Kings create Master-Slave 

relationships.  We understand Master-Slave relationships.  When we put the needs of one 

ahead of the needs of others, it streamlines who gets what when we scrape the bottom of 
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the barrel.  Masters make important decisions that spare the Slaves the responsibility, and 

if the decisions aren’t in the Slave’s best interest—well, that’s the trade-off.  Master-

Slave setups are social systems, but not necessarily moral ones.  They don’t have the 

language to talk about giving and receiving gifts.  They can only create thriving 

community for Masters. 

 

How about if instead, Jesus’ followers organized the community so there was a house in 

the village where travelers could stop for a night, where they would get a couple of meals 

from a villager, and a blessing on their way out?  How about if they spent more time 

taking care of the vulnerable as they were cared for when they were vulnerable, and less 

time worrying about just who this Jesus guy is after all?  Master-Slave relationships never 

think of doing these things.  Only divine love, working through you and me, does. 

 

In a giving and receiving of gifts world, what you see is never as much as what you get.  

Food in the wilderness, and safe haven in the storm; sustenance and protection for the 

community, have already been given.  God gives us something out of nothing in creation 

and in the conversion of our souls, and both begin the exchange that builds thriving 

community.  If God has already begun the great exchange, then we are already caught up 

in this reciprocal relationship.  We have already received the first gifts.  God has already 

offered us sweetgrass. 

 

Kimmerer describes the Potawatomi response to the first gifts as the honorable harvest.  

Never take the first one you find.  Never take the last.  Never take more than half, and at 

best, only take what is given.  What you leave behind is your gift to the next person, be 

they human or otherwise.  What you create is a thriving community.  This is gratitude in 

action, being content with what suffices, not what satisfies. 

 

We talk so much about satisfaction, but it is a slippery term.  How much is needed to 

satisfy?  In a pastoral counseling session with a young wife who had been used to a bit 

more luxury than what she and her husband could afford, complained that if she only had 

more money, she could do so much good with it.  I asked her how much would be 

enough.  "Just a little bit more," was the reply.  Satisfaction is so often a mirage on the 

other side of "just a little bit more." 

 

In reality, you have way more than you need already.  Out of the abundance that is 

already there, even if it only looks like five loaves and two fish, you give, knowing that in 

giving as you have already received, something is created out of nothing, including your 

soul and the soul of your community. 


