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A Theology of Abundance

Reading over the Gospel lesson for last Sunday (John 21:1-19, in case you’ve forgotten) I was struck by the connections between
that story and other stories in the Gospel of John. Helping me with those connections was Gail O’Day’s commentary on John in the
New Interpreter's Bible, probably the best commentary I’ve ever used, not just on John, but on any book. But I digress.

O’Day points out that Jesus’ first sign in John is a sign of the abundance: the turning of water into wine at the wedding in Cana of
Galilee (John 2:11f.). Transforming a cup or a bottle would have been enough to make the point about Jesus’ power, but according
to v.6 he made between 120 and 180 gallons—enough to keep the party going for several more days.

The Feeding of the 5,000 in John 6 also points to the abundance of the Kingdom. Only in John’s reporting of this event is it Jesus
himself who raises the question, “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” (John 6:5) John remarks in an aside, “He
asked this only to test [Philip], for he already had in mind what he was going to do.” (John 6:6) What he was going to do was to
take the five barley loaves and the two small fish provided by a boy in the crowd and use them to feed everyone there, with food left
over. (It’s interesting that all the gospels report this event, and all of them report the amount of food left over after everyone had
eaten: twelve baskets full. Abundance again!)

Finally, here at the end of John’s story of Jesus, he leaves us with a story of abundance. The disciples have fished all night and
caught nothing. Early in the morning they catch sight of a figure on the shore. He calls out to them to let the net down on the right
side of the boat, and, John tells us, “ When they did, they were unable to haul the net in because of the large number of fish”--one
hundred fifty-three fish, as we learn later (John 21:11). The Church Fathers scrambled to find symbolic meaning in the number, but
since several possibilities have been proposed it seems likely to me that someone simply took the trouble to count them. One
hundred fifty-three fish is a lot of fish.

When Jesus has some time with Peter, he asks him three times, “Do you love me?” and Peter of course replies that he does. Jesus
then tells him “Feed my lambs...Take care of my sheep...Feed my sheep.” We could read this as John’s version of the Great
Commission of Matthew 28:18-20. Jesus’ words are not just meant for Peter, but for us. We are supposed to feed Jesus’ sheep.

We are, of course, no more adequate to the task than Peter was. That’s why we look, not to our own resources, but to the One who
made 120 gallons of wine, fed more than 5,000 people with five loaves and two fish, and sent the disciples back to the sea for one
more cast that netted 153 fish.

One of the hardest promises for us to believe is that we will have enough to do everything God calls us to do. We are watching our
resources shrinking: most of our churches have fewer members and less money than we did a generation ago. Our facilities are not
keeping up with our new situations. Our prospects for growth are not very good. We often find ourselves thinking what we could
do if we only had the people, the money, the commitment, or the right kind of preacher. What we need is a Theology of
Abundance: the belief that if God calls us to do something, God provides the resources to do it.

That, | believe is a message that runs through the Bible, from the story of the Manna in Exodus 16:18 to the words of Proverbs
11:24 (“Some give freely, yet grow all the richer; others withhold what is due, and only suffer want”) to the words of the Apostle
Paul: “And my God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:19)

We have lived with a Theology of Scarcity for too long. It’s time to claim a Theology of Abundance: not for our personal desires,
but for the mission of the Church of Jesus Christ.
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