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I can’t tell you how many times over the course of my life that I’ve heard repeated the 
love story of how my mother and father’s relationship began. How my mother caught my 
father’s eye when they were in 8th grade. How a friend told my father that my mother 
thought he was cute. How my father asked my mother to go horseback riding with him. 
And how from that first date in 8th grade they became a couple, who will celebrate their 
66th wedding anniversary this October.  
 
Important stories are worth repeating. Today’s biblical story is an important story that 
shows up in all four gospels, and twice in Matthew and Mark. The story of the feeding of 
the five thousand was a treasured, foundational story for the early church. This beloved 
story gave hope and inspiration to the early Christians seeking to be faithful under 
difficult circumstances.  
 
The story begins in the shadow of the preceding ghastly story of the beheading of John 
the Baptist at the hands of Herod Antipas. It is a foreshadowing of the cross that Jesus 
will face in due time.  
 
Shaken by the news of his cousin’s death, and perhaps recognizing that he too is at risk 
from those in power who feel threatened by his teaching, Jesus leaves town. He 
chooses an alternative location to the brutal world of Herod, which is an extension of the 
Roman Empire. Jesus goes by boat to a desolate place, to get away from the public 
eye, to be alone with his grief and thoughts. At least that was the plan. 
 
Matthew tells of how Jesus’ efforts to find solitude were thwarted by a huge and 
desperate crowd who shows up, possibly as large as 15,000-20,000 counting women 
and children. Rather than responding with anger as might be expected, he looks upon 
them with compassion.  
 
“Homelessness and extreme poverty were at crisis levels in Jesus’ day. Those were the 
realities of the crowd who flock to Jesus. The transfer of wealth out of the poor regions 
and into the wealthy ones had decimated the rural areas where Jesus did most of his 
teaching. For these desperate people, this wandering prophet was a rare possibility for 
hope.” 1  
 
By his compassion demonstrated towards the multitude who interrupts his solitude, 
Jesus reveals the character of God, turning this into a love story. Jesus embodies God’s 
love. And Jesus extends God’s love to this sea of hurting people by healing their sick, 



tending to their needs and sharing his presence with them. And when evening 
approaches, and they are hungry, he feeds them.  
 
Matthew positions this story against the preceding story of Herod’s lavish birthday party 
with the rich and shameless, where John the Baptist’s head is delivered on a platter. By 
sharing the story of Herod and the story of Jesus back to back, Matthew contrasts the 
power of God revealed in Jesus to the power of the world revealed in Herod.  
 
God’s power demonstrated in Jesus is a sacrificial power of love that cares deeply for 
the least of these. Herod demonstrates a cruel and self-serving power, which has no 
concern for the poor other than to exploit them. Against the inferior power of the mighty 
and well connected, Jesus shows us a more excellent way: the way of God’s power; the 
way of compassion, love and sacrifice that provides for the basic needs of the sick, the 
poor, and the hungry.  
 
This love story also reveals how God’s power mysteriously manifests in the world 
through disciples of Jesus. When the disciples encourage Jesus to send the crowds 
away to buy food, Jesus tells them, “You give them something to eat.” The disciples 
respond to Jesus’ instruction as many of us would. Are you kidding, Jesus! Look at the 
size of this crowd! We only have five loaves and two fish. And that was going to be our 
dinner 
 
Not deterred by the rational case they lay out as to their inadequacy to meet the 
overwhelming needs of the crowd with their meager provisions, Jesus says, “Bring them 
to me.” And so they do. They place what they have into Jesus’ hands, and the 
impossible becomes possible. Jesus takes the five loaves and the two fish, looks up to 
heaven, blesses and breaks the loaves and gives them back to the disciples to 
distribute among the crowd. And wonder of wonders . . . there is more than enough for 
everyone, with leftovers to fill twelve baskets. 
 
That evening nobody goes away hungry. And word spreads of the amazing things that 
transpire there in that deserted place. Word spreads of Jesus’ compassion towards the 
least of these. Word spreads of God’s amazing power at work in Jesus and through his 
disciples to provide for the basic needs of the poor and suffering. And so God’s powerful 
love story continues to this day through us.  
 
“To follow Jesus is to express our faith through concrete acts of love, justice, and 
compassion towards others. God entrusts us to be the body of Christ, the hands and 
feet through which ‘God’s work is done in the world.”2 God does not work alone, but 
through people like you and me, who may wonder: What difference can my meager 
resources make in the face of the overwhelming social needs and demands for justice 
in our community, our nation, our world.  
 
This story reminds us that when we need it most, God will give us the power to work for 
good in the world. Jesus shows us that when the needs are great and the resources we 
have are few, they are enough if we will put them in his hands “While it is true that 



Jesus transforms our humble offerings into more that we could ever dream, it is also 
true that Jesus calls us, to dream bigger.”3  

 

This week civil rights activist, congressman and ordained Baptist minister, John Lewis 
was laid to rest after a lifetime of putting what he had in the hands of Jesus. John Lewis 
was a humble and faithful disciple of Jesus Christ who at an early age took seriously 
Jesus’ call to action that flows out of compassion. Shortly before his death on July 17, 
John Lewis wrote these final words to be shared on the day he was laid to rest:  
 

“Though I may not be here with you, I urge you to answer the highest calling 
of your heart and stand up for what you truly believe.  In my life I have done 
all I can to demonstrate that the way of peace, the way of love and 
nonviolence is the more excellent way. . . So I say to you, walk with the wind, 
brothers and sisters, and let the spirit of peace and the power of everlasting 
love be your guide.”4  

 
John Lewis took seriously the call of Jesus to work for good in the world. He put what he 
had in Jesus’ hands and the moral cause of civil rights was moved forward. In his final 
words he urges us to continue God’s work of love. He believed that if we tap into the 
depths of Christian love, it can transform the world. 
 
Retired pastor, Steve Gaarnas-Holmes, offers a reflection on this story where Jesus 
tells us to put love into action, to do good in the world even if we don’t believe we have 
what it takes.  He says: 
 

We always face what we don't have.  It is not relevant. 
What if the power, the grace, is within you?  What if your small offering is 
enough? 
Jesus does not internalize the world's violence or the disciple's anxiety.  His 
response to evil and trauma is blessing. 
Before you act, your gift is taken out of the world's hands, into Christ's care, 
blessed and broken, and only then given back to you to give. 
All that you have is placed in your hands for the sake of the world.5  

 
Love stories bear repeating. Now that my father is no longer allowed to visit my mother 
who is in skilled nursing due to pandemic restrictions, he reads a poem to her each 
week during our ZOOM visits. It’s a poem he wrote about their love story that began in 
8th grade. He repeats their love story to her each week.  It will be the story my mother 
hears as she slips into the fogs of dementia.  
 
Love stories bear repeating. That’s why we tell God’s love story over and over again 
each time we come to the table of our Lord. Here at this table we hear repeated the 
story of how Jesus does in an upper room as he did in that deserted location. Here as 
he did for the crowd, he does for his first disciples and for us, he takes, blesses, breaks 
and gives us the bread of heaven and offers us the cup of our salvation.  
 



After this feast nourishes us, Jesus then sends us forth from the table, empowered by 
the Holy Spirit, to go into the world to share the love that we have received.  Jesus’ love 
empowers us to do good in the world, to make a difference in the face of overwhelming 
needs, to dream bigger, to get into good trouble as John Lewis would say, as we place 
our meager lives into the loving hands of Jesus.  In the hands of Jesus we have 
enough.  In his hands we are enough.  
 
Amen. 
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