This time last week we were all still reeling from the murder by Anders Behring Breivik of 76 people, most of whom were young people at a summer holiday camp. It is still hard to take it in. It is extremely difficult for us to imagine why anybody would do such a thing. It is particularly difficult perhaps because this individual claimed to be a Christian. Perhaps it is a warning to us all that this kind of violent extremism is not unique to one particular faith or religious tradition. We may not recognise Anders Behring Breivik as Christian but we should then be aware that that is exactly how most Muslims feel about terrorists who commit atrocities in the name of Islam. We may wish to disown Breivik, pointing out that it is impossible to identify anything in the teachings of the NT that could justify actions of this kind nonetheless it is a reminder that we all have a responsibility to be careful about the speech and actions we use when we talk about others. In a free society we are free to disagree with others but as Christians we must only do so with graciousness and love, remembering Jesus warning about the dangers of judging others before we have set our own house in order. So there must be no hatred nor violence of speech or action and there must be a commitment to the truth. It was frustrates me when people see fit to criticise the Bible without having ever taken the trouble to read it. In the same way those who criticise Islam, for example, know little about Muslims other than that which they get funnelled to them via highly prejudiced sources. We would want people who criticise our faith to do so on the basis of knowledge and understanding and we must extend the same courtesy to others.
However, having said all that, I found myself wondering what those on the news bulletins meant when they described Breivik as a "extremist Christian". What might it mean to be an extremist Christian? I asked myself. Because I am gradually coming to the view that our problem as Christians is that we're just not extremist enough. My difficulty with those who say they're fundamentalists is that on the whole, they are not fundamentalist enough. That is to say they are fundamentalist about some things Jesus says but not usually the most important things. They tend not to be fundamentalist, for example, about Jesus' command to sell everything you have and give it to the poor. They are rarely fundamentalist about his command to love our enemies and pray for up persecutors and not to judge others lest we be judged. They are not fundamentalist about Jesus' words that we should take up our cross and follow him in the way of service, putting ourselves last. If Christians were fundamentalist about these things, I suspect  our witness might be a great deal more effective than it is. So it seems to me that an extremist Christian will be extreme in the same way that Jesus was extreme. We will be extremists for forgiveness, we will be extremists for peace, we will be extremists for generosity, will be extremists for service, we will be, as Martin Luther King had it, "extremists for love".
These are extreme times, and the question isn’t whether or not we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be. Will you be extremists for love or for hatred?
You can only meet the kind of hatred and violence of the terrorist with love and that love must be the kind of love that Jesus showed on the cross. It is a love that does not impose or coerce or denigrate other people. It is a love that in every act of life seeks to bring about God's kingdom of justice, peace and of joy.
And we see something of that love in action in our gospel reading this morning: the feeding of the 5000. Let's notice, first of all, that we are hearing this passage that tells of how Jesus fills the stomachs of hungry people with bread whilst, in East Africa, thousands of people are on the brink of starvation. Jesus sees a large crowd and we are told "he had compassion on them". This word "compassion" is the Greek word that literally means "he felt it in his guts". Jesus is an extremist when it comes to compassion. And what he does next is invite his disciples to follow him in this costly way of compassion because this miracle of Jesus is highly participative one. It's a kind of invitation to them. By which I mean this is a miracle in which Jesus expects his disciples to play their part and to do some work. 

Someone has said that Jesus could have just ordered up a Macdonald's happy meal for every member of this large crowd of 5000 (remembering that that number does not include women and children). That would be no more or less miraculous than what he actually did. But this miracle is going to be one in which the disciples are involved at every step. Jesus says to them, "You give them something to eat." The disciples were all for dismissing the crowd; leaving them to sort themselves out. After all, if they were foolish enough to come out into a wilderness and not bring any food with them then they had to take the consequences. But compassion never works like that; it doesn't easily turn a blind eye to the suffering of others. It doesn't judge or blame. Compassion responds from the guts when it sees people in need. "You give them something to eat," says Jesus. Take responsibility.  
Step 1 is that having been shown by Jesus the nature of the problem, they bring to Jesus what they have which isn't much but in bringing it to Jesus it becomes what is needed. Then Jesus takes the loaves, give thanks to God and breaks them and then we told, "He gave them" – not to the crowd but -  "to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the people." 
So .. Step 2: Jesus takes the bread that he has multiplied but then he invites his disciples to be those who distribute it to the needy. "You give them something to eat." And then at the end of the meal, the disciples have another task to do.... 
Which is Step 3: There are leftovers and they are sent out with baskets to pick up the broken pieces of bread that has been dropped on the ground. We're told there are 12 baskets which may well have special significance as numbers often do in the Bible. There were 12 tribes of Israel for instance and there is clearly a reference in this story to the feeding of the people of Israel with manna in the wilderness. But there is also a more practical explanation because there were also 12 disciples and so they get a basket each to go and do the task that Jesus asked them to do, a task that reveals something of the overwhelming generosity of God in the face of human need.
In light of famine such as the one that now afflicts East Africa, like the disciples, we are tempted to throw up our hands in horror and plead our own powerlessness in the face of disasters on this scale. But I don't think Jesus is having any of it. It isn't as though there isn't enough food in the world to feed the hungry, it's just that it's not properly distributed. Households in the UK throw away a staggering 3.6 million tonnes of food a year, 60% of which is completely untouched. That's about £10 billion of avoidable waste. "You give them something to eat." Now we all know that it is not as straightforward as just shipping out our waste food to the poor in Africa but this simply makes the point that there is no shortage of food in the world and we do need to find better ways of sharing the abundance of God's provision with all God's children.
Over the past few weeks we've been thinking about Jesus' parables and the more we look at this miracle we see that it is also a kind of acted parable. Jesus is calling his disciples to share with him in the work of God's kingdom. God wants the hungry to be fed. That's what this miracle tells us amongst other things. That's what we're here to do. In a world where people go hungry, often as a result of the violence and cruelty, Jesus calls us to exercise ridiculous, excessive, extreme compassion and love. And it is a compassion that extends particularly to the poor and hungry but not to them only. My guess is that this week you will have opportunity to exercise that compassion. This may come in a planned way or it may simply come as a gift. It will be tempting to turn away because it will require of us perhaps some time, energy or money or we may feel powerless to make a difference. But in that moment, Jesus invites us to participate in his kingdom. We may not be in a position this week to solve the problem of the starving millions or bring to an end the kind of hatred we have recently seen on display in Norway but we may well be given an opportunity to undertake an act of kindness or generosity to a neighbour or friend. We may be moved to give to Christian Aid or some other organisation. We might be given grace to analyse our own prejudices and asked for God's forgiveness and grace to be healed and changed. All this is an invitation by Jesus to join him, to work with him for the sake of his kingdom. An invitation in a world of hatred to be extremists for love.
