How many of you ever asked God for a pony?  Or a new video game?  Or that your team would win the game?  C’mon, don’t lie to me here… I don’t think I know anyone who hasn’t made a dubious request of God.  I mean, God’s supposed to be able to do anything, right?  God wants us to be happy, right?  God can give us everything we ask for, and more!  Hooray!  We’re all getting ponies!
Well, unless you’re very naïve or have lived a very charmed life, you probably know that Jesus is not your personal slot machine.  Odds are you don’t get everything you want just because you asked for it.  And it starts to get a little frustrating.  Why didn’t God make you rich or famous?  Why didn’t God let you win, just that one time?  Why didn’t God give you that one tiny thing that you wanted so much?  If God can do anything, and God loves you… so why isn’t God getting busy, for heaven’s sake?
We hear the gospel today and we think that maybe we’re missing out on something, here.  This is the story of the feeding of the five thousand, one of the few stories that makes it into all four gospels.  Each gospel tends to take a different perspective, focusing on certain characteristics or events to shape its story.  However, somehow, this miraculous feeding makes it into every story somehow – even into the gospel of John, which we read from today, even though it is notoriously erratic compared to Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  

And it’s no wonder why every single gospel spends time on this story – what a jackpot!  With just five loaves of bread and two fish borrowed off some kid, Jesus feeds over five thousand people.  I say “over” because it’s possible that only adult men would’ve been counted in the tally.  I mean, I grew up in a town of about 1,500 people – that’s maybe a 10th of the number of people who were fed by Jesus that day.  And they were fed with a basket of bread and a couple fish.  And there were twelve baskets of bread left over – and that’s just the bread, not even the fish.  I can’t even picture that.  I have no way to understand that kind of miracle.
It’s not the first time God has poofed some food into existence, either.  Through the prophet Elisha in today’s reading, God makes twenty barley loaves and some grain into enough to feed one hundred people.  Now, it’s not quite as impressive as twelve left-over baskets after just five loaves fed five thousand, but it’s still pretty great.  God said “they shall eat and have some left”, and sure enough, it’s true.  It’s no wonder the people gathered around Jesus and finally saw him as something special – he was speaking their language.  If the prophet Elisha could do it, this Jesus guy must be a prophet, too!
But you see that they take it one step further.  The text says that “Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king”.  They took it one step further.  They didn’t just want bread out of this guy any more – they wanted it all!  They wanted a glorious king like David!  And if this Jesus character could make bread into more bread, imagine what he could do with armies!  Weapons!  Money!  Jewels!  If this guy could give them some bread when they were hungry, what could he do with power?

So Jesus takes off.  And later that night, he reveals his power again.  He comes out of a storm on the sea, walking on the water, and completely freaking out the disciples.  When the disciples really needed him, when they were truly terrified, miles from shore in the middle of a storm – that’s when Jesus came.  They suddenly found themselves safely on shore.  They had been saved.
We think that if we love Jesus, it’s going to be all sunshine and ponies.  But it’s not.  There are storms.  Life is hard.  People suffer.  And we get angry.  If the Lord will provide, then where is my money?  Forget that, where is my relief from crippling debt, or crippling pain, or crippling depression?  Why can’t I get what I want, right now, beamed down from on high?
Storms will come.  But in the midst of them, there is Jesus.  He doesn’t prove his love for us by sending us wealth and prosperity.  You also haven’t demonstrated what a good Christian you are if you’ve landed money, power, success, or fame.  Finding yourself in the midst of the storm does not mean God does not love you.  God’s love is shown when he is walking alongside us in the darkest storms, when it seems everyone else has left.  We do pray that God will give us our daily bread, and we know that God does provide us with every good thing – but believing in God doesn’t make you win the lottery.  
Have you ever thought much about that phase, “The Lord will provide”?  Do you know the Biblical story that we take it from?  It’s the story in Genesis 22 where God asks Abraham to sacrifice his dear son Isaac.  When his boy asks where the lamb for the burnt offering, Abraham answers that the Lord will provide one – knowing all along that the sacrificial lamb is his own son.  And indeed, just before Abraham does the unthinkable, God does indeed provide an alternative.  So Abraham calls the place “The Lord will provide”.  Abraham’s situation was terribly desperate – he was about to kill the son that God had promised him, the son that would be the father of nations.  God provided Abraham with what he sorely needed to avoid destruction.

And there’s the catch: the Lord will provide not what you think you want, but what you desperately need.  God does not respond to your whims and cravings.  God comes in the midst of whirlwinds and storms, dark days and deep tragedy, horror and sorrow and pain.  He feeds deep hunger, but he’s not your personal vending machine.  He heals your wounds, but won’t stoke your pride.  He answers your call, but never in the way you expect.
If you still really want to ask God for a pony, fine.  I’m not going to stop you.  You’re probably not going to get one any time soon, though.  But when you’re truly in need – hungry or lost or in danger – that is when the Lord will provide exactly what you need.  Don’t write it off just because it’s not what you wanted.  It is God who leads us, God who cares for us, God who indeed does provide.  May he be all you ever need.
