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This morning's Gospel is St. Mark's account of one of Jesus' two feeding miracles. One miracle involves feeding five thousand people, and it appears in all four gospels. This one involves feeding four thousand people, and it appears in St. Matthew's Gospel also. Both stories make the fundamental point that Jesus can perform miracles -- so we should never hesitate to ask him to perform miracles for us.
These particular miracles are tied up with the fact that Jesus controls nature. In nature two fish can produce many fish. Bread comes from the repeated process of planting and harvesting the seeds that produce the grain that makes the bread. In the feeding miracles Jesus speeds up those natural processes. A few fish produce many fish and some bread produces much bread right away.
Jews believed that their God was the creator and sustainer of nature. The feeding miracles help to establish the family relationship between Jesus and God. Jesus says, "The Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father in me: or else believe me for the very works' sake."
The feeding miracles also point out the fact that one of the ways Jesus continues to feed us miraculously is in Holy Communion. He takes bread, he blesses it -- that is, he thanks God for it -- he breaks it up, and he passes it out. That pattern should have at least a faintly familiar ring.
Jesus rarely gets away with peforming a miracle without having to deal with critics. His miraculous powers attract some people to him, and they respond with deeper faith and understanding. But his miracles threaten other people who respond with attacks.
St. Mark says that after the miracle of feeding four thousand people, the Pharisees came to Jesus and asked him for a sign from heaven-presumably to establish what gave him the authority to do what he did and to say what he said. Jesus asks. "Why do these people ask me for a sign - I'm not going to give them a sign."
In St. Matthew Jesus dismisses both the Pharisees and the Sadducees in a bit more detail. When they ask him for a sign from heaven, he says, "Oh I know you are all great experts when it comes to signs. You look at the sky in the evening, and if it is red you say, 'It's going to be a nice day tomorrow.' If the sky is red in the morning, you say, 'There's going to be foul weather today.'
"You hypocrites -- you can read the signs in the sky, but you can't read the signs of the times. Only wicked and adulterous people demand a sign -- so the only sign you are going to get is the sign of the prophet Jonah."
The appearance of Jesus on earth was the sign of the times. God had come in the flesh to save his people. The Pharisees and Sadducees did not want to hear that message, because they had a big stake in keeping things exactly as they were. So they would not and could not read the signs of the times.
The prophet Jonah is one of the twelve minor prophets in the Hebrew Bible -- minor only because they are shorter than the four longer ones: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel. In his book God tells him to go to the wickedest city in the world and tell the citizens to repent and change their ways. The wicked city was Nineveh, the capital of Assyria.
Jonah did not want to do what God wanted him to do, so he got on a ship headed for Spain to try to get as far away from God as he could. God whipped up a Mediterranean storm, and when the other sailors found out where the storm had come from, Jonah was thrown overboard. He was swallowed up by a big fish who spit him out after three days.
Then Jonah went to Nineveh and told the people to repent and turn to God -- and, much to his surprise and consternation, they did repent. Jonah pouted because he was hoping God would wipe out the city in a violent and dramatic way, and he could watch the show.
So the sign of Jonah that Jesus gives to a wicked and adulterous generation has at least two parts. First of all, the sign of Jonah is the sign of the resurrection. Jesus says, "As Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the fish, so shall the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the belly of the earth." Anybody who questions Jesus' authority can look at his resurrection.
Second, the sign of Jonah is the call to repentance -- God's demand that we judge our behavior continually, measure it by his law, and ask for forgiveness and the strength to do better in the places we have failed.
So even though we are not challenging Jesus as the Pharisees and Sadducees were, we will do well to keep our own eyes on the sign of Jonah. Jonah reminds us to be honest about our shortcomings and seek forgiveness, and Jonah reminds us that Jesus has won the victory over sin and death for us by rising from his grave. Those are the signs of every time.
We need to take the signs as God's gift, and not as something we can earn through good behavior. St. Paul reminds us that it's better to accept the gift than to demand what we deserve, "For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.
The Collect:   Lord of all power and might, who art the author and giver of all good things; Graft in our hearts the love of thy Name, increase in us true religion, nourish us with all goodness, and of thy great mercy keep us in the same; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
The Epistle: Romans 6: 19-23
The Gospel: St. Mark 8: 1-9
