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For the past several Sundays, our Gospel readings have been focused on Jesus’ parables as recorded 
by St Matthew. First, there was the parable of the sower, then the parable of the weeds and the 
wheat, mustard seed and yeast and last week the treasure, the dragnet, the pearl. Jesus used these 
parables to teach his followers about his vision of the kingdom of God. He begins each parable by 
saying, “The Kingdom of heaven is like,” and then proceeds to tell a short, simple tale, filled with 
memorable characters and striking action. 

At least, these parables seem short and simple on the surface; but they hold hidden depths of 
meaning. That’s the way metaphors work: they reveal hidden truths by extending what we know - a 
woman baking bread, for example - into something we don’t know yet. They expand our 
understanding by using the known to show us the unknown. 

Jesus was a master of this style, and parables make up approximately a third of his teaching in the 
New Testament. Parabolic teaching is as cogent and powerful today as it was in the first century. We 
still use metaphors and similes on a daily basis to explain the world, to enliven our speech, and to 
help us grow in learning from what we know into what we don’t know. 

But in today’s Gospel, we turn from parable to miracle, with St Matthew’s version of the feeding of 
the five thousand. Miracles we know are much less convincing to the modern mind than parables 
are. On this side of the Enlightenment, the commonly held view is that people can’t walk on water, 
water doesn’t suddenly turn into wine,  people don’t rise from the dead and that five loaves of bread 
will never be enough to feed 5,000 people. This view magnifies and multiplies the further from this 
Church we depart. 

However miracle stories were common in the ancient world, within Christianity and beyond. Telling 
and retelling stories of Jesus’ miracles was an important way Jesus’ early followers remembered and 
honoured him, and how they tried to share his good news with others. And the story we heard today 
- the story of Jesus feeding the multitudes - was perhaps the most important miracle - outside the 
incarnation and resurrection -  of all. And of course, when we come to think of it- if we believe in 
the resurrection we shouldn’t have any problems with the feeding of the five thousand should we? 

Interestingly it’s the only miracle included in all of the Gospels. Therefore perhaps there’s more 
going on in this story than at first might appear. 

Each version presents the same dilemma: crowds have followed Jesus out to a deserted place to hear 
him teach. When evening comes, it becomes clear that people haven’t come prepared. There’s not 
enough food - the disciples only have a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish - and the people are 
hungry. The disciples don’t know what to do. In some versions, as in St Matthew today, they 
suggest that Jesus should send the people away, to fend for themselves in the nearby villages. In 
some versions - again, as in St Matthew today - Jesus turns to the disciples and tells them: “You 
give them something to eat.” 

“You give them something to eat” is the heart of this miracle. Jesus is saying those words to us 
today, just as clearly as he said them to his disciples on the deserted shores of the far side of the Sea 
of Galilee all those centuries ago. There is a hungry world out there, and it is our responsibility, our 
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duty, to feed them. This hunger is both spiritual and physical. In Kew it is more spiritual than 
physical. In other places I have been to, its been more about physical than spiritual. We like to think 
we are the lucky ones- I am not so sure. Back to the miracle- and although it may look like there’s 
not enough bread to go around, the miracle we recounted today teaches us that, in fact, if we open 
our eyes, we will see that there is enough. 

In both St Mark and St Matthew, the feeding of the five thousand is directly preceded by the story 
of Herod beheading John the Baptist. The connection between these two stories might not be 
immediately clear, but here is how St Mark and St Matthew tell it: John has been in prison for some 
time for accusing Herod of adultery with Herodias, his brother’s wife. Herod throws a feast for his 
birthday, inviting his rich and powerful friends. Herodias’ daughter Salome dances before Herod at 
the feast, which pleases him, and he tells her she can have whatever she wants in return. She asks 
for John the Baptist’s head on a platter — and Herod obliges her. 

I am sure Jesus has left for Galilee partly to insure his followers safety for the moment. It was not a 
safe time to be in the city with prophets being beheaded. When it’s your own cousin, you know you 
or your associates could be next! So Jesus and his disciples go back home to Galilee- home 
territory, where it is relatively safe, and where he can grieve over John’s death. 

Herod’s feast is exclusive with abundant food- a gala for the wealthy and the powerful, complex 
and full of intrigue and leads to spiritual death. Jesus’ feast is simple, sparse and beautiful, open to 
all and leads to spiritual life. Which party would you like to attend?  The contrast between this 
horrid event and Jesus’ meal on the meadow is stunning and disturbing as we think about of modern 
world of plenty. 

Unlike Herod’s big bash, at this one there is healing instead of debauchery. People’s souls are fed by 
Jesus’ words, and no one has to fear that the party may result in their being murdered. While 
Herod’s party included abundant food and drink, this event does not focus on tables laden with 
food. 

What this Gospel miracle is about is the irony that out of scarcity can come the abundance of God’s 
grace. This is a compelling message for people who have little and struggle with not enough in our 
world of over abundant living. Jesus has compassion on the people because of their scarce 
resources. Instead of letting scarcity determine the mission he simply says to the disciples, “You 
give them something to eat.” 

Churches often get caught in this scarcity trap. One hears people saying, “If we just had more 
whatever, we could do this.” You never hear Jesus say that. We only say that from parish councils to 
reading rosters. Whatever is present is enough, whether it be food or faith equivalent to a grain of 
mustard seed! Wherever Jesus is present there is always enough. 

Notice in this account how the disciples respond quickly to what Jesus asks of them. They don’t 
quibble, whinge, complain, blame or walk away. The compassion of Christ is so intense that they 
can do nothing more than show it, and in doing what they are asked to do they discover compassion 
beyond their wildest dreams. 

But there is another facet to this Galilean scene. It is obvious that this account contains Eucharistic 
images. Jesus takes the bread, blesses it and breaks it, and it is the bread that is distributed to the 
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people. This orderly event, making the people sit down, reverently offering and praying over the 
food, and then breaking and distributing it, is a see have noted a contrast with Herod’s bacchanal. 
Which gathering would have fed your soul? And in your own fear about whether you have enough, 
where would you most likely feel honoured and cared for? In Herod’s house, or on the shore of a 
lake seated on the ground? 

Albert Einstein famously said, “The way I see it, you have two ways to live your life: the one as if 
no miracles exist and the other as though everything is a miracle.” To be open to the miraculous is 
to be open to impossible things becoming possible. In my experience of life and churches where 
that view prevails there will always be renewal. It is a stance toward life that is fundamentally 
hopeful. One that places confidence in God always and is especially confident when all other 
sources have run out. 

I don’t know how exactly miracles occur, but the Gospel tells us that when the faithful act boldly 
and hopefully, miraculous things begin to happen. When people trust in God and act with 
compassion, scarcity can and often is transformed into abundance. We might take this a step further 
and call this the Eucharistic Life of taking what is given — the whole of our lives, blessing it — the 
joys, frustrations, and sorrows alike, breaking it — allowing ourselves to be broken open in 
compassion and sharing the pieces — offering our lives and our gifts with others. 

The human body can exist for only so long without food. Yet, we know that material abundance is 
not enough. There are other hungers that are as urgent. In each of us, there is a hunger for 
connection, for meaning, for faith, for beauty, and for love. 

Saint Augustine of Hippo writing in the 4th Century believed that underneath all human hungers is 
a desire for God. “Our hearts are restless until we find our rest in thee,” he prayed. The temptation 
is to satiate ourselves with junk foods — quick-fix superficial relationships, cynicism, endless 
entertainment, consumerism — that keep us going, even transform (or malform) us, but cannot 
satisfy the deepest yearnings of our hearts for God. 

Nowhere is the generosity of God’s love shown more clearly than at the Lord’s table where the 
hungry children of God are fed. There we relive Christ’s actions when he took the bread, blessed it, 
broke it, and gave it to the disciples to share with the hungry. We are invited to do the same. Our 
actions in the world addressing the hungry flow directly from God’s action toward us in the 
Eucharist. No wonder Archbishop Cramner wanted a weekly service of Holy Communion in the 
Book of Common Prayer. We might consider the same, knowing that the hungry still gather around 
the Lord’s table with open hands and open hearts, remembering that Jesus never turned the hungry 
away. He fed them generously until all were satisfied. No junk food — quick-fix superficial 
relationships, cynicism, endless entertainment, consumerism- but the very bread of life, given that 
all may have life. Alleluia Alleluia. Amen.
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