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Sermon for July 15, 2018 

You Give them Something 

Mark 6:34-44 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

The story of the feeding of the five thousand is one of the most familiar               
stories in the New Testament. A version of this story is found in each of the four                 
gospels.  

In Mark’s retelling of this story, Jesus and the disciples have gone off to a               
deserted place to find rest. Their rest is interrupted when hundreds of people show              
up hungry to hear more of Jesus’ teachings. 

As the day wears on the disciples recognize that the people are not only              
hungry to learn from Jesus, they are physically hungry. Upon recognizing this need             
the disciples go to Jesus and suggest that he send them into the nearby villages so                
they can purchase food.  

But rather than agree to this plan, Jesus turns to the disciples and says, “You               
give them something to eat.” In making this statement Jesus is teaching his             
followers that being a disciple involves doing something. That is, when you see a              
need, you are called to do what you can to address that need. 

This past week, at the Great Lake Regional Youth Event, those of us in              
attendance had the opportunity to hear the stories of a number of people who saw a                
need and responded by “doing something.” One of the individuals we had the             
privilege of hearing from is Brian Nurnberger. Brian shared that at a young age he               
decided that the one thing he wanted to do in life was become a mountain climber.                
He fulfilled this dream in his early twenties as he led climbing expeditions             
throughout the Rocky Mountains. Unfortunately, at age 24 Bryan’s dream came to            
abrupt end when he suffered an injury that prevented him from further climbs. 

Feeling discouraged, Bryan decided to rehabilitate by travelling through         
remote regions of Mexico. It just so happened that one day he found himself              
outside the door of an orphanage called Casa Hogar in the town of Oaxaca              
(wo-ack-a). As Bryan sat outside that orphanage he heard an inner voice tell him to               
enter. And so he did. 
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Once inside Bryan met a young man in a wheel chair named Ricardo. Bryan              
noticed that Ricardo was not receiving all of the care that he needed, specifically              
the changing of his soiled clothes. When Bryan asked the people running the             
orphanage why Ricardo wasn’t being helped, they told him it was because none of              
the workers were strong enough to lift Ricardo. 

Bryan knew that he could do something to help. As a 24-year-old he had the               
strength to lift Ricardo. Bryan stayed at the orphanage for a number of months,              
assisting Ricardo and bonding with the other children. In reflecting back on that             
time, Bryan says, “At 24, with no money, no training, I realized I could have an                
impact. I had the ability to make a difference.” And what a difference he has made.  

When Bryan returned to the United States his family suggested that he make             
a presentation about the orphanage at the United Church of Christ where he had              
grown up. At those initial presentations Bryan raised a few hundred dollars to help              
the children at Casa Hogar. This gave him the encouragement to find a way to do                
even more to help the children in that orphanage. A year later Bryan founded a               
non-profit organization called Simply Smiles.  

In the years since the founding of Simply Smiles dozens of volunteers have             
travelled to the orphanage which has been renovated into a model facility. A few              
years ago a second home for children was built. In both homes children are raised               
in a loving environment where they are fed three healthy meals a day and taken to                
school. In addition, Simply Smiles has built 27 homes for families who used to              
survive by scavenging at the local dump, and two schools in very remote areas.              
Simply Smiles also distributes food and anti-parasite medication to people          
throughout the region.  

A few years after founding Simply Smiles, Bryan was approached by an            
individual who encouraged him to start a similar project at the Cheyenne River             
Sioux Tribe Reservation in South Dakota. Bryan once again heard the call to “do              
something.” He then spent a few years building the trust of the people living on               
that reservation where the unemployment rate is 91% because there are no jobs.             
Once trust was established, Simply Smiles began working with the people that live             
on the reservation. Residents and volunteers from around the country work           
together in rehabbing and building homes. They run a children’s summer camp for             
80 days each year. And, they produce hundreds of pounds of food through their              
garden and greenhouse. 

Bryan shared with those of us at the Regional Youth Event that he first              
learned about reaching out in compassion through the youth mission trips he went             
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on with people from his United Church of Christ congregation in Connecticut.            
Bryan believes that helping people is not about telling them what they need, but              
rather about building relationships, and making decisions together. He encouraged          
the young people at our youth event to find their Ricardo and then respond with               
compassion. 

While hearing about someone like Bryan Nurnberger can be inspiring, it can            
also be intimidating. It is important to remember that even though not every person              
is going to develop such a large project, every person can do something to address               
the needs of another. 

I loved the fact that during the Regional Youth Event speakers continued to             
remind the young people in attendance that even the smallest contribution makes a             
difference. Taking the time to listen to someone who is hurting, or offering a              
simple act of kindness can help to change the world.  

It is good for us to remember that when Jesus instructed the disciples to give               
the people something to eat, he wasn’t sending them out on their own. They were               
working in partnership with Jesus. After the disciples collected five loaves of bread             
and two fish they gave them to Jesus. Jesus took this food, blessed it, and then                
instructed the disciples to share it with those in the crowd. Through a mystery              
beyond comprehension there was enough food to feed the thousands of people who             
had gathered that day. 

That mystery continues to be experienced every day when people who           
follow in the way of Jesus respond to the command, “You give them something to               
eat.” It happens in a small town in Mexico and on a reservation in South Dakota. It                 
happens here in this church and in this community. Every day God’s love is shared               
through the acts of people like you and like me. 

As Bryan Nurnberger asks, “Who is your Ricardo?” What act of compassion            
are you being called to do today? How are you being invited to ‘do something’”? 
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