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SUNDAYJ AUGUST 4J 1985 
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"HOW CAN I HELP?" 

JOHN 6:1-15 

"How CAN I HELP?" OR "IF THERE'S ANY WAY 

THAT I CAN BE OF HELPJ PLEASE CALL ME." MOST 

OF US HAVE MADE THIS KIND OF OFFER OF HELP 
TO FRIENDS OR NEIGHBORS WHEN WE KNOW THEY 

ARE FACING A CRISIS. AND WE'VE ALSO BEEN 

THE RECIPIENTS OF HELP FROM OTHERSJ OFTEN 

TIMES WITHOUT ASKING FOR IT, THERE ARE MANY 

TIMES WHEN HELPING SIMPLY HAPPENS IN THE 

ORDINARY COURSE OF EVENTS. IT'S NOT SOMETHING 

WE THINK ABOUTJ BUT MERELY THE INSTINCTIVE 

RESPONSE OF A CARING PERSON. 

IT'S ALMOST LIKE A REFLEX, SOMEONE SLIPSJ 

YOUR ARMS GO OUT, A CAR IS STUCK IN THE 

SNOWJ YOU JOIN OTHERS AND PUSH, A FLOOD 

OR TORNADO HITS A TOWN AND PEOPLE HELP EACH 

OTHER. SOMEONE AT WORK IS FEELING DEPRESSED 

AND YOU TRY TO CHEER HER UP. IT ALL SEEMS 

NATURAL AND APPROPRIATE, 

I'M ALWAYS AMAZED HOW QUICKLY A NEIGHBORHOOD 

OR CHURCH CIRCLE COMES TO HELP WHEN A DEATH 



OCCURS. 

CHURCH, 

FOOD rs BROUGHT TO THE HOME OR 

OFFERS TO BE OF HELP POUR IN, 

PEOPLE SEEM TO SENSE WHAT'S NEEDEDJ OR IF 
• 

WE DON'TJ AND FEEL MOMENTARILY AWKWARDJ 

SOMEONE COMES QUICKLY WI.TH AN IDEA AND IT'S 

JUST RIGHTJ AND WE'RE GRATEFUL. 

A SENSE OF WELL-BEING AND PLEASURE COMES 

FROM HELPING OTHERS. ON THE ONE HANDJ THE 

EFFORT WAS SO NATURAL IT MIGHT SEEM POINTLESS 

OR SELF-CONSCIOUS TO MAKE SOMETHING OF IT. 

YET IF WE STOP TO.CONSIDER WHY IT ALL FELT 
SO GOOD✓ WE SENSE T�AT SOM� D��P�R PROC�SS 
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WAS AT WORK. EXPRESSING OUR INNATE GENEROSITYJ 

WE EXPERIENCE AND ACT OUT OUR KINSHIPJ OUR 

CONNECTEDNESS. WHEN WE HELP SOMEON�J WE 

ARE BEING TRUE TO OUR BASIC INNER NATURE. 

WE ARE BEING WHAT WE WERE MEANT TO BE. 

AND YET THERE ARE OTHER TIMES WHEN WE HOLD 

BACK OUR HELP. WE DON'T EVEN ASK--nHOW CAN 

I HELP? n ALTHOUGH AT TIMES HELPING MAY 

SIMPLY HAPPEN IN THE ORDINARY COURSE OF 

EVENTSJ ALL TOO OFTEN HELPING ISN'T 

HAPPENING AT ALL. OR IF IT ISJ _IT IS 

ANYTHING BUT NATURAL, IT IS SELF-CONSCIOUSJ 

HALF-HEARTEDJ COMPLAINING, .WE CAN FIND 

WI.THIN EACH OF US THE CONFLICT BETWEEN 

GENEROSITY AND HOLDING BACKJ BETWEEN SELF­

SACRIFICE AND SELF-PROTECTIVENESS, 
• 

As SOMEONE SAID TO ME: nSOMETIMES I HELP, 
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/ SOMETIMES I DON'T. I HOLD THE -DOOR OPEN 

FOR ONE BEHIND ME, OR I RUSH THROUGH PREOCCUPIED 

IN THOUGHT. I VOTE, BUT NOT ALWAYS. WHEN 

SOLICITATIONS COME THROUGH THE MAIL, SOME 

CATCH MY EYE OR HEART AND I SEND AT LEAST 

SOMETHING. OTHERS I BASKET AS JUNK MAIL. 
. . 

A FRIEND IS HAVING A HARD TIME. I THINK 

I SHOULD PHONE TO SEE HOW SHE IS, BUT I JUST 

DON'T FEEL LIKE IT TONIGHT." 

USUALLY, THOSE CLOSEST TO US GET AN IMMEDIATE 

HEARING .. THE SUFFERING OF PEOPLE MORE REMOTE 

GETS SPORADIC ATTENTION. WE'RE ONLY VAGUELY 

AWARE OF IT. IT'S OUT THERE SOMEWHERE. 

AND SOMETI·MES IT SEEMS THERE ARE SO MANY 

DEMANDS FOR OUR HELP, AND WE THINK, "WHO 

SHOULD I HELP ANYWAY? SENIOR CITIZENS, 

BATTERED CHILDREN, HUMAN RIGHTS VICTIMS, 

WHALES?" IF WE DON'T DEFUSE THE NUCLEAR 

THREAT, THERE'LL BE NO TOMORROW, BUT IF 

WE DON'T SUPPORT EDUCATION AND THE ARTS, 

WHAT KIND OF TOMORROW WILL IT BE? THIS 

' 

MATTER OF "How CAN I HELP?" CAN BE COMPLICATED 

AND CONFUSING. 

THE STORY THIS MORNING FROM THE BIBLE WHICH 

WAS READ JUST A FEW MINUTES AGO FROM THE 

GOSPEL OF JOHN IS ABOUT HELPING AND NOT 

HELPING, A LARGE CROWD OF PEOPLE HAD BEEN 

FOLLOWING JESUS IN ORDER TO LISTEN TO HIS 

TEACHINGS, IT WAS GETTING NEAR THE END OF 



THE DAY AND JESUS KNEW THE PEO.PLE WOULD BE 

� HUNGRY, AND THAT MANY HAD NO FOOD. So HE 

SAID TO ONE OF HIS DISCIPLES, "How ARE WE 

TO BUY BREAD SO THAT THESE PEOPLE MAY EAT?" 

"Do YOU HAVE ANY SUGGESTIONS FOR FEEDING 

ALL THESE PEOPLE?" 
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NOTE THAT WHEN JESUS ASKED FOR HELP IN FEEDING 

THE .PEOPLE THER·E WERE TWO DIFFERENT KINDS 

OF RESPONSES. ONE RESPONSE WAS: "IT'S TOO 

BIG A PROBLEM. IT CAN'T BE DONE." THAT'S 

WH-AT ONE DISCIPLE SAID. ANOTHER ONE SAID: 

"THERE IS A LAD HERE WHO HAS FIVE BARLEY 

LOAVES AND TWO FISH; BUT WHAT ARE THEY AMONG 

SO MANY?'' 

ALTHOUGH IT WAS A DIFFERENT KIND OF SITUATION, 

THE DISCIPLES MUS.T'VE FELT LIKE WE OFTEN 

FEEL TODAY IN THE FACE OF SEEMINGLY 

INSURMOUNTABLE PROBLEMS. WE LOOK AT THE 

WORLD, WE LISTEN TO THE NEWS AND SEE A STEADY 

STREAM OF IMAGES OF MISERY OF A SUFFERING 

PLANET; HOMELESS ONES HUDDLED BY A DOORWAY; 

OLD ONES LOOK I NG VACANT IN A NURS I·NG HOME; 

SLAIN REVOLUTIONARIES; A DRUNK DRIVER JUST 

REALIZING HE'S KILLED HIS WHOLE FAMILY OR 

SOMEONE ELSE'S FAMILY; STARVING CHILDREN 

WITH BLOATED BELLIES AND HAUNTED EYES; VICTIMS 

OF NATURAL DISASTERS; HELPLESS LEADERS; HELPLESS 

HELPERS, AND WE WONDERJ IN THE FACE OF SUCH 

NEED1 WHAT CAN WE DO TO HELP? AND THEN WE 

TELL OURSELVES: "I'VE GOT MY OWN LIFE TO 



LIVE." "WHAT ARE FIVE BARLEY LOAVES AND 

TWO F ISH AMONG SO MANY?" AND SO WE HOLD 

BACK OUR HELP. ,WE HAVE SO LITTLE .TO OFFER 

THAT THERE'S NO USE IN EVEN MENTIONING IT. 

IT WON'T BE MISSED ANYWAY. 

THE SECOND RESPONSE TO JESUS' REQUEST FOR 

HELP CAME NOT FROM HIS DISCIPLES--BUT FROM 

A YOUNG BOY WHO SHYLY OFFERED HIS LUNCH TO 

ONE OF THE DISCIPLE$J SO THAT IT WOULD BE 

GIVEN TO JESUS. 

MAYBE THIS LAD OVERHEARD THE DISCUSSION 

BETWEEN JESUS AND HIS DISCIPLES. BUT HE 

DIDN'T STOP TO THINK ABOUT WHETHER IT WAS 

ENOUGH OR NOT, HE WANTED TO HELP. HE WANTED 

TO DO SOMETHING. THIS IS THE KIND OF FAITH, 

THE Kl.ND OF HELP, THAT MIRACLES ARE MADE 

OF. HE GAVE WHAT HE HAD. HE DID WHAT HE 

COULD. 

WE CAN IMAGINE THAT HE HAD BEGGED HIS MOTHER 

FOR PERMISSION TO MAKE A DAY OF IT; AND THAT 

SHE HAD NO DOUBT TOLD HIM THAT HE· WAS TOO 

YOUNG TO UNDERSTAND WHAT JESUS WOULD BE 

TALKING ABOUT. BUT HE HAD KEPT PESTERING 

HER, AND IN THE END SHE HAD GIVEN HIM HIS 

WAY; AND MAKING UP A LITTLE BUNDLE OF FOOD, 

ENOUGH TO SEE A BOY THROUGH THE DAY, HAD 

LET HIM GO. PERHAPS, STANDING AS NEAR TO 

JESUS AS HE COULD, HE HAD OVERHEARD CHRIST'S 

QUESTION AND THE SUBSEQUENT DILEMMA> AND 

5 



HE HAD GENEROUSLY OFFERED HIS LITTLE BUNDLE 

OF FOOD TO ONE OF THE DISCIPLES. 

CAN YOU IMAGINE THE STORY HE HAD TO TELL 

HIS PARENTS THAT NIGHT WHEN HE GOT HOMEJ 

WITH HIS EYES SHINING AND HIS CHEEKS ON 

FIRE--OF THE MIRACLE THAT HE AND JESUS HAD 

PERFORMED. HE UNDERSTOOD THE MESSAGE OF 

J.ESUS BETTER THAN ANYONE. 

WHAT THEN DOES THIS STORY TELL US ABOUT OUR 

HELPING? 

1. THE FIRST POINT I'VE ALREADY EMPHASIZED) 

BUT IT BEARS REPEATING AGAIN A"ND AGAIN. Do 

NOT HOLD BACK YOUR HELP BECAUSE YOU ARE 

AFRAID IT WON'T BE ENOUGH, IT IS ALWAYS 

BETTER TO LIGHT ONE CANDLE THAN SIMPLY TO 
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CURSE THE DARKNESS, IF YOU CAN'T DO EVERYTHINGJ 

AT LEAST DO WHAT YOU CAN. 

THIS STORY FROM THE BIBLE TELLS US THAT WHEN 

WE DO WHAT WE CAN TO HELP; WHEN WE GIVE WHAT 

WE HAVE, AS DID THE LITTLE BOY IN THE STORY, 

GOD TAKES OUR LITTLE BIT AND MAKES IT INTO 

SOMETHING WE HADN'T IMAGINED. THIS HAPPENS 

TODAY OVER AND OVER AGAINJ THE MANY MINISTRIES 

OF THE CHURCH. 

YEARS AGO IN PHILADELPHIA, A LITTLE GIRL 

CAME TO SUNDAY SCHOOL AND ASKED TO BE TAKEN 

INTO ONE OF THE CLASSES. THE CLASSES WERE 



FULL AND THE CHURCH WAS SO SMALL THAT THERE 

SEEMED TO BE NO PLACE F OR HER. HER DESIRE 

TO FIND A PLACE IN THAT SUNDAY SCHOOL FIRED 

HER WITH ZEAL TO SEE THE CHURCH MADE LARGERJ 

TO PROVIDE ROOM FOR MORE CHILDREN LIKE 

HERSELF. WITHOUT SPEAKING TO ANYONEJ SHE 

BEGAN TO SAVE PENNIES TO HELP BUILD THAT 

BIGGER CHURCH. NOT TOO LONG AFTERJ THE 

LITTLE GIRL DIEDJ BUT UNDER HER PILLOW WAS 

FOUND AN OLD RED POCKETBOOK IN WHICH WERE 

57 PENNIES AND A SCRAP OF PAPER ON WHICH 

WAS WRITTEN THE REASON WHY SHE WAS SAVING 
��R P�NNI�S. 

THE MINISTER WHO CONDUCTED THE FUNERAL TOLD 

THE STORY OF THOSE 57 PENNIESJ AND IT GOT 

INTO THE NEWSPAPERS. WHAT COULD A LITTLE 

GIRL'S 57 PENNIES no? WEL� J THEY DID A LOT. 

THE TIDE OF GIFTS WHICH HER EXAMPLE INSPIRED 

FLOWED WITH INCREASING STRENGTH AND IN SIX 

YEARS THE 57 PENNIES HAD BECOME $250J000 

7 

WHICH BECAME THE NUCLEUS OF YET GRANDER 

THINGSJ FOR THE BAPTIST TEMPLE WITH ITS GOOD 

SAMARITAN HOSPITALJ AND THE GREAT TEMPLE 

UNIVERSITY WITH ITS THOUSANDS OF STUDENT$J 

HAVE COME INTO BEING AS THE MARVELOUS HARVEST 

OF THAT LITTLE GIRL'S DEVOTION, THE MIRACLE 

OF THE FIVE LOAVES AND TWO FISH BECAUSE A 

LITTLE BOY WANTED TO DO WHAT HE COULPJ HAPPENS 

OVER AND. OVER AGAIN. "How CAN I HELP?" EVEN 

THOUGH YOU CAN'T DO EVERYTHINGJ YOU CAN AT 

LEAST DO WHAT YOU CAN. 
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REMEMBER) OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH TELLS US THAT 

IN THOSE MOMENTS WHEN WE QUESTION WHETHER 

WE'VE ANYTHING USEFUL FOR OTHERSJ WHEN WE 

· WONDER WHAT DO WE REALLY HAVE TO OFFERJ WHAT 

DO WE REALLY HAVE TO GIVE? REMEMBER THISJ 

IN ADDITION TO WHATEVER MATERIAL THINGS YOU 

HAVE TO GIVEJ JESUS TELLS US WE HAVE EVERYTHING 

TO GIVE--EVERYTHING. WITHIN EACH ONE OF 

US IS THAT ESSENCE OF BEINGJ WHICH IS IN 

ALL THINGSJ THAT WHICH WE CALL GOD. WHEN 

WE GIVE TO OTHERSJ WHEN WE HELP OTHERS IN 

ANY WAYJ WE ALSO REMIND THEM THAT GOD IS 
IN THEM TOO� AND WE REAFFIRM THE FACT THAT 

WE ARE CONNECTED ONE TO ANOTHER--THAT'S WHY 

MIRACLES HAPPEN IN OUR HELPING. 

2. SECONDLYJ THIS MEANS THAT WE ARE TO BE 

OF HELP IN WHATEVER WAY WE CAN JUST BECAUSE 

IT'S THE RIGHT THING TO DO. IT CALLS FORTH 

THE HIGHEST THAT IS IN US. I SAY THAT BECAUSE 

I KNOW PEOPLE WHO NOW HOLD BACK THEIR HELP 

BECAUSE IN SOMETIME PAST THEY GAVE HELP AND 

THEY ARE SURE 1·T WASN'T APPRECIATED OR THEY 

WEREN'T PROPERLY THANKED. 

IF YOU GIVE HELP ONLY BECAUSE YOU WANT 

APPRECIATION IN RETURNJ OR BECAUSE YOU WANT 

TO BE NOTICED BY OTHERS AND GIVEN PROPER 

RECOGNITION--YOU'RE DOING IT FOR THE WRONG 

REASON. 

THERE ARE TIMES WHEN OUR HELP WILL NOT BE 
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APPRECIATED. THERE ARE TIMES WHEN OUR HELPING 

WILL BE MISUNDERSTOOD. THERE ARE TIMES WHEN 

OUR OFFER TO HELP WILL BE REFUSED AND WE 

WILL BE HURT BY THE REFUSAL. THERE ARE TIMES 

WHEN PEOPLE WILL BENEFIT FROM OUR HELP AND 

NOT EVEN KNOW IT UNTIL LATER, THERE ARE 

TIMES WHEN WE WILL BE HELPING PEOPLE AND 

THEY WILL NOT KNOW WHERE THE HELP CAME FROM. 

IN FACTJ JESUS TELLS US THAT OUR GIVING OF 

HELP SHOULD BE SO ANONYMOUSJ SO UNKNOWN THAT 

OUR LE FT HAND SHOULD NOT. KNOW WHAT OUR RIG HT 
HAND IT DOING. LLOYD DOUGLAS'S NOVEL O� 

MANY YEARS AGO ENTITLED "THE MAGNIFICENT 

OBSESSION" IS ABOUT A MAN WHO GOES ABOUT 

GIVING HELP AND AID SECRETLY. 

THE LITTLE BOY IN THIS MORNING'S STORY FROM 

THE GO·SPEL OF J OHNJ DID NOT GI VE HIS LUNCH 

TO JESUS BECAUSE HE WANTED To· RECEIVE CREDIT 

OR PRAISE. HE GAVE IT SIMPLY BECAUS-E HE 

WANTED TO BE OF HELP. HE WANTED TO DO WHAT 

HE COULD. HIS NAME WAS NOT EVEN RECORDED 

IN THE BIBLE. HE RECEIVED NO THANK.YOU NOTES 

IN THE MAIL AND HE DIDN'T EXPECT ANY. MOST 

OF THE PEOPLE WHO ATE THAT DAY HAD NO IDEA 

WHERE THE FOOD CAME FROM OR WHO STARTED THE 

MIRACLE. 

REMEMBER Too� THERE ARE TIMES WHEN OUR HELPING 

FOR THE BEST OF REASON MAY EVEN MAKE PEOPLE 

SUSPICIOUS OF OUR MOTIVES. BISHOP DOM HELDER 



CAMARA OF BRAZIL SAID: "I BROUGHT FOOD TO 

THE HUNGRY AND PEOPLE CALLED ME A SAINT, 

I ASKED WHY PEOPLE WERE HUNGRY AND THE PEOPLE 

CALLED ME A COMMUNIST," 

3. THIRDLY) SOMETIMES YOUR HELP AND MINE 

WILL SEEM TO BE WASTED) AND THIS CAN MAKE 

US UNWILLING TO BE OF HELP AGAIN. THERE 

ARE TIMESJ TOOJ WHEN WE CANNOT SEE ANYTHING 

POSITIVE COME FROM- OUR HELP IN THE SHORT 

RUNJ BUT IN THE LONG RUNJ IT MAY PROVE MORE 

BENEFICIAL THAN WE HAD EVER IMAGINED. THE 
FACT IS THAT SOME SEEDS WE PLANT WILL NOT 

GROWJ BUT THAT SHOULD NOT KEEP US FROM 

CONTINUING TO PLANT. IT'S NICE TO BE 

TOTALLY SUCCESSFUL IN OUR HELPIN�J BUT THAT 

IS NOT THE PRIMARY MOTIVATION FOR BEING OF 

HELP IN THE FIRST PLACE. THE LITTLE BOY 

WHO OFFERED HIS LUNCH WAS NOT THINKING OF 

FAILURE OR SUCCESS--HE SIMPLY WANTED TO DO 

WHAT HE COULD. 

IF WE ACCEPT THE FACT THAT THE ENDS OF OUR 

ACTIONS OFTEN PROVE UNKNOWABLE) WE'RE ALSO 

FREER TO FOCUS ON THE PROCESS OF OUR WORK 

AS IT'S HAPPENING •. WE CAN TRUST GOD AND 

GOD ASSURES US THAT IF WE ARE FAITHFUL IN 

OUR HELPING) MIRACLES WILL HAPPEN AND IN 

WAYS WE HADN'T EVEN CONSIDERED. 

How CAN I HELP? WE DO WHAT WE CAN. YET 

WE CANNOT REALLY PRESUME TO KNOW THE FINAL 
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MEANING OF OUR ACTIONS. WE GIVE IT ALL WE 

HAVE I I I I AND TRUST THE REST TO GOD. 

AMEN. 

• 
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