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The gospel of Matthew has more accounts of miracldenpezd by the hand of Jesus
than any of the other gospels, perhaps because Mattieys desus’ miraculous nature all
together and the struggle of the disciples to understancddreli¢ve what they are seeing and
hearing in him. Our text today, the familiar feedinghe 5,000 passage, comes in Matthew just
after the death of John the Baptist - whose head weagbt out to king Herod on a platter
during a great feast he was holding in his court and autpgestion of the married woman the
king was fooling around with, despite John’s attemptstatvention. The grim festivities of this
meal stand back to back and in stark contrast to tlteclmiaccount. The story of the 5,000
being fed, or a retelling of it, is the only miractecaunt to occur in all four gospels, and is
repeated twice in two of them for a total of six legs in the scriptures. Scholars don’t know
why it is repeated so many times other than for als/emphasis. But | think it is safe to say that
it is trying to tell us something about the person etideand the nature of discipleship. Since the
latter is what we so often take up in our Wednesday distiss®f the hundreds of viewpoints
from which one could approach this text, we will focastlais one.

So our reading comes from the gospel of Matthew 14:13-21affiestthe disciples told
Jesus the news of John’s death. “Now when Jesus thegrtle withdrew from there in a boat to
a deserted place by himself. But when the crowds hearey followed him on foot from the
towns. When he went ashore, he saw a great crowdyeahad compassion for them and cured
their sick. When it was evening, the disciples cant@rtoand said, “This is a deserted place, and
the hour is now late; send the crowds away so thgtrtiag go into the villages and buy food for
themselves.” Jesus said to them, “They need not gg; yaa give them something to eat.”
They replied, “We have nothing here but five loavestarafish.” And he said, “Bring them here
to me.” Then he ordered the crowds to sit down omgtass. Taking the five loaves and the two
fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke thes|and gave them to the disciples,
and the disciples gave them to the crowds. And allratenere filled; and they took up what was
left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets fulhd Ahose who ate were about five thousand
men, besides women and children.”

Talk about being stressed out about the prospect of mgarpt®n. It is difficult
enough worrying about the litany of Thanksgiving staples ltave to be provided by tomorrow
night, or the overwhelming crowds that will have tofé@ perhaps in your home or in the home
of a similarly stressed host. | made the mistake wigggrocery shopping the day before
Thanksgiving one year and let me tell you, | barely niadet with my life let alone my gallon of
milk. But 5,000 people gathered there at the shore thatadayally that’s just 5,000 men- the
women and children have still not gained the statusligbérsonhood in the mind of the author
yet, so they are not counted. So, a conservatiiraast might reveal that at least twice that
many people flocked from their towns to the wilderneslsdar Jesus teach and in hopes that he
would heal the sick among them. As Mark tells it, tteencs were ‘like sheep without a
shepherd.” They were lost and hungry for something-Hayt didn’t know what. Perhaps just to
have their curiosity satisfied, but perhaps they longeddmething more. Matthew just says that
a crowd gathered, and Jesus, having shoved off the shbeeconsumed by his own grief over
the death of his friend John the Baptist in peace, bagpassion on them. Literally, it means he
suffered with them. How could the Lord and giver of kifee great shepherd, counselor, teacher,
healer, and friend, see all that need standing on tive simd not reach out? The disciples were



pretty pleased with this, | would imagine. They probalalgt a lot of sympathy for him- John the
Baptist was Jesus’ minister- he baptized him- and hehwdgend. His death really shook Jesus
up and it should have- decapitated during the banquet of thatkihg whim of a woman with an
agenda to cover up their guilt... But now Jesus was doingJekas did best- teaching and
healing- that stuff always drew a crowd and he was ugio®d at it. But that was Jesus’ thing-
there wasn’'t much the disciples could do to help with sbathey could just slip to the sidelines
and watch the miracle of Jesus just being Jesus hapiperas pretty incredible, really. But then
when he gave the word and it was time for the peopl® tllome, they could all go grab a bite to
eat and sit around and process the day and listen tehstories about the kingdom of God.
They took care of some of the details, but Jesus did ofidlse work.

But this particular day as the cool of dusk started tansmtd their stomachs started to
grumble a bit, Jesus didn’'t slow down, “This is a desqstace, and the hour is now late; send
the crowds away so that they may go into the villagesbuy food for themselves,” the disciples
suggested. Perhaps they were getting hungry, but the peoplstilldingering- they weren't
dropping off for the night, and they sure hadn’t packed aecaath sandwiches for the road.
They had just left their towns and followed him. Bugt@ad of calling it a night, Jesus turned to
them and said what probably sounded worse than any, ase thinking we’d do Thanksgiving
at your house this year’ ever sounded. “They need naivgy; you give them something to
eat.” The gospel of Mark records that the disciples medga with a little startled sarcasm
saying, “Are we to go and buy 200 denari worth of bread aredigio them to eat?” This would
have bought about 1600 loaves of bread at the market aityheSo, needless to say, their
realistic estimation of what it would take to feed ttigwd was a bit of a stretch given their
means at the moment. And even if they could afforidwpuld have taken all night to make a
meal of that magnitude happen. But Matthew omits thisngentary and the disciples replied,
“We have nothing here but five loaves and two fishi8 Imore resignation and stunned disbelief
that is in their voice in Matthew, but Jesus had saidth a straight face, so he must have been
serious. And at his request they brought him the loanddish.

| wonder at what point the disciples thought Jesus hadhistind. With such a
monumentous task before them, they had to have wondéxatdche could possibly have been
thinking. They had certainly never been asked to ddhangytike this before and they were
certainly not miracle workers. Jesus had healed peopl®w one to be sure, but feed a few
thousand with a few loaves? That'’s a different sadiiggether. All this time with Jesus and they
still didn’t associate him with the manna from heatleat fed the Jews in exile for 40 years, or the
cakes baked on hot stones by angels for the prophét.Eligsus had broken bread and blessed it
before, but that was no different than any other lnddalde household did. They didn’t associate
it with anything special, this was not the last suppgrdne among many. One that looked like a
few thousand people were sure to go hungry at. How coulcetlex feed all these people? Can
you imagine someone saying to you and your whole pewm@htthat fellowship hall is empty
and you are responsible for providing lunch for all ofaday right after worship. Or that you are
to feed 5,000 people minimum in the next 20 minutes. | wohdlee people in the crowd itself
were thinking the same thing. While | have great fimitbach one of you, | think I'd be headed
for the nearest hotdog stand if you'd been given thdledige. We aren’t given any insight into
their mood. Were they so hungry for the Word that theyld have stayed there all night even if



it meant they starved, or were their stomachs aéstirsy to rumble, the buffet was looking a
little skimpy, the hosts were nervous, and it was g lealk home? How do you feed 5,000
people? How do you begin to tackle this gargantuan task?

In the week after hurricane Katrina hit, our Parishdéwspent ten days in Biloxi,
Mississippi where she worked as part of a Red Crossdeary triage and disaster recovery.
One of the men she worked with, a fellow by the naff@reg Smith, shared one of his
experiences during the weeks with their team by wayoderagement after some long and
tremendously difficult days. He had met Erica at thet Begptist Church in McComb,

Mississippi. She was a frail seven year old with bedatark skin and large eyes. She had not
eaten or had anything to drink in the five days sinceitame Katrina had demolished her
family’s house. She now lived safely in a smallléraivith her parents and younger sister, though
the trauma she had endured had left her with vivid niglesnarwhich her family and teachers
were all being maimed or brutally killed by the storhgugh they resided safely with her. She
had lost all interest in playing or singing or eatingidAo on this day they sat cross-legged on
the floor of a building converted into a relief cent&usy workers bustled around them, a tired
Red Cross worker who just wanted to see her eat, attle gifl who had lost everything but her
family. “What’s your favorite food in the whole wd®” He asked. She sized him up with those
big eyes for a moment, and he thought he detected ayfiammber of a smile. “Fortune cookies,”
she chimed in. “I've got your number,” he said. “Gme twenty minutes and I'll be back.”

As luck would have it, he had just found a Chinese restatiranhad kept its doors open
the day before. The hostess listened closely asldhdaér his story and immediately began
hustling about, filling a large shopping bag with fortunelkae® and dinners for Erica and her
family and shoving it in his arms. As he pulled outviadlet to pay her, she pushed it away with
tears streaming down her face and insisted he hurrytbable little girl who wouldn’t eat. A
few minutes later Erica and the man sat cross-leggéldeoifoor once again. She peered
disbelieving into the shopping bag, and slowly her eygaré grow as big as saucers as the
reality of the gift inside began to settle in. “Gamu eat just one of these for me, right now?” He
asked. The faint smile returned. “Yes.” “Could | ea¢ ovith you?” “Yes.” They munched
happily. “Now how many of these do you think you car?edthe little girl from New Orleans
gave this some serious thought. “ALL of them,” shd sanphatically. “No way! You haven't
eaten anything in five days!” He teased. More seribaaght, eyes narrowing. “Well,” she said
slowly, “maybe not TODAY!” And for the first timeirsce the storm her smile finally broke
through.

The next day his team went back to the same restaioréiatve lunch and to tell the
hostess that she had helped make a difference ingld tiie child. When she saw them the
hostess ran out to her car, tears streaming dowrabergain, and much to their surprise,
returned with bags and bags filled with gifts she had bologliErica- clothes and toys, a hula
hoop, and a huge bag of fortune cookies. The hungersddtiital in the seemingly impossible
task of helping her to rebuild her spirit motivated a atrahat not only filled her stomach, but
transformed lives. Reflecting on his experience, Grege, “Jesus calls us to minister. The
(situation) is overwhelming and our personal responsetmes seems tiny and insignificant. But
if we listen, we hear him telling us to go where hedseus ... and to deal with one small crisis at



a time. Much like Erica and her bag of fortune cookiesmay not be able to help thousands of
people in one day. We can start with one fortune caadkeone little girl with dark skin and
beautiful eyes and a smile as big as Louisiana. Jeksisiathing more; he expects nothing less.”

Like the disciples who had to have watched in disbedi¢hair meager offerings
continued to spread and spread and spread in their servize hangry crowds by the blessing of
Christ, it was not until every stomach was filled tloe hearts of a weary and weather-worn group
on the gulf coast were satisfied that anyone realizatthey had just experienced a miracle in
their midst. That they had been called to play a pa®ad’s radical provision through the humble
offerings of a willing and fearful few. It seems liksmall thing that they had to give- not a feast
by any stretch, just a couple of loaves and somedish few thousand hungry people. A bag full
of fortune cookies to one starved and frightened soul.ld&kt how these offerings were
multiplied in the hands of God and see the miracle inrtéal that is prepared by Christ and
served up by the faithful. There is no telling how Jesiidind a way to feed his people. But to
be a part of the miracle of God'’s blessing, you haveetwiiling to step up to the table and
recognize that the people are hungry. Hungry in theirelso Hungry in their souls. It is their
hunger that motivates miracles. Miracles that Goédasly to perform but not before calling upon
you and your hands to distribute the blessing that hpregsred.

And so you'd better be ready to do a little work eveugihoyou yourself are weary and
hungry and tired after a long day. Because when you've dieie all day like the disciples and
you cannot even fathom preparing a meal that willfgdts lack of your own resources, or the
breadth of the need, or depth of the hunger in the doreun own being or in that of those
around you, when the task seems unimaginable and insurroteuata out of your league, what
small gifts you may have to offer, in the hands ofi€hwill be over and in abundance more than
could ever possibly be needed. And will be multiplied ferwork of the kingdom of God in
ways that are beyond all that you could ever ask or meadit takes adjusting your eyes to God’s
vision that sees beyond meager rations and into dngshehat they will fill. It doesn’t take a
year’s worth of donated salary, or a degree in cougseanculinary calisthenics like those
required by our Thanksgiving feast, it takes just a few estdiile bread and love handed over to
Christ to use for his purposes. It takes not fearindntimger. It takes showing up and looking
for the ways in which God is inviting you to plug in teetwork of his Spirit, who is busy
multiplying loaves and looking for volunteers to help ditte the blessing. It is a difficult call for
us disciples, but one worth giving thanks for as we asitechto participate in Christ’s saving,
satisfying grace. How do you feed 5,000 hungry people? Ongna¢.aJesus said to the
disciples of the hungry masses who lingered there longmigih, “They need not go away; you
give them something to eat.” Jesus asks nothing merexects nothing less. Amen.



