20260802 Matt 14.13-21 Feeding of the 5000
The phone rings. 
I answer. 
Hi Kirsty, it’s Susannah, it’s bad news I’m afraid. 
When a friend calls, you know their voice, and it’s easy to have expectations going in a certain way, no, it’s bad news. 
My friend Susannah prepared me to listen with a different expectation because there’d have been no way I’d have known the bad news. 
When we hear this gospel, the feeding of the 5000, it’s so well known, our expectations cos’ we know the story, we’re already with the abundance of God, the provision of this food. 
But it begins with very bad news, ‘when Jesus heard this’. Heard what? 
Jesus has heard of the death of John the Baptist. 
On receiving this news and his response, oh so human and we can really empathise with Jesus, he goes to withdraw to a deserted place. Yep, we can get that, the need to get away, to process the information, to grieve, scream, cry, let it settle. 
He goes to a deserted place, let’s imagine that, it doesn’t state that it was the desert, but deserted implies that it’s the middle of nowhere, there are no villages or towns nearby, and so too, later in the text the disciples come to Jesus to tell him he needs to encourage the people to head off, make their way to the villages to get food. 
The wilderness is a dangerous place, it is uncertainty, Precarity or Possibility[footnoteRef:1], you might die in the wilderness or you might encounter God.  [1:  https://www.workingpreacher.org/podcasts/1095-tenth-sunday-after-pentecost-august-2-2026] 

For Jesus, the crowds beat him to it, over 5000 people show up, how many?  The women and children aren’t counted in this number so what could it be, 8000? 10 000? 
Jesus and his disciples have not only just received heartbreaking news, they could well be next. 
He is becoming a real threat to the Roman rulers and this event compounds it as a political threat. 
These are real people with human needs. When we hear a big number, it just becomes a statistic, we do this all the time when we hear the news, but these are real people, men, women, the coughing, the crying of toddlers, the elderly, and Jesus is moved with compassion for them. Our word compassion does not fully explain the Greek word. The Greek verb is splagchnizomai [footnoteRef:2], literally to feel it in his guts, right in here, a bodily feeling. There’s nothing stated about them coming to hear his teaching either, not in this passage, Jesus heals their sick. Now, this is temporary, people are going to get sick again, like they’ll be hungry again.  [2:  https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-18/commentary-on-matthew-1413-21-7] 

Yet he feeds them and gets the disciples involved too, ‘you give them something to eat.’ Jesus’ ministry has always been collaborative, involving the disciples, sending them out on ministry missions. Though disciples were acting out of their compassion and kindness[footnoteRef:3],  real concern for these people asking Jesus to encourage them to go, they know the risks of the wilderness and what is not being said here either is that they are also without provisions, they are going to be needing food too. The disciples are coming from a place of precarity not possibility. [3:  Jane Williams, Lectionary Reflections Year A, p.97] 

The ratchetting up of peril, Jesus is becoming more and more of a threat and in this event, it is the food. Localised food shortages were common in the Roman Empire, and officials knew the political value of grain giveaways and circulating propaganda that trumpeted Rome’s ability to feed its people.[footnoteRef:4] Roman coinage had the cornucopia on it to show how the emperor feeds the people, the people are sustained by the Empire.[footnoteRef:5] Jesus is feeding the masses again and again, he’s becoming a real imperial threat and he’s gets his disciples to enact it.  [4:  https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-18/commentary-on-matthew-1413-21-7]  [5:  https://www.workingpreacher.org/podcasts/1095-tenth-sunday-after-pentecost-august-2-2026] 

This is what Isaiah was crying out, ‘come, buy and eat, buy wine and milk without money and without price.’[footnoteRef:6] The ‘ho!’ is a hey! Hey you! It is the call to provision that God is longing to provide, freely given that we now see in Jesus. It is the hey there, you boy, what day is it today? In a Christmas Carol when Scrooge asks the boy to go and purchase the goose. Even Scrooge is getting someone else to help him in his mission of provision.  [6:  Isaiah 55. 1 (preacher’s adaptation)] 

This passage, the precarity or possibility, the threat to the empire, Jesus involving of the disciples, it’s a real challenge. 
Just the other night, Simon and I were at Matt Hail’s home, as part of his Local Training Group as part of his reader training. Coming up in his training is to consider ‘how does your benefice act for justice?’ I was really challenged. We discussed it a bit, but it got me. 
Folks I don’t have all the answers but we know that statistically there will be people in need, in various ways in our neighbourhoods. We might not have the same live issues as an inner city church, but there will be people in need. In the same way, we are aware of climate change, the needs of our earth, the loss of wildlife habitats. I am challenged, like the disciples, not really knowing what to do, coming from the place of precarity. 
Yet this event, what happens in this wilderness with the overwhelming amount of sick people with real needs, becomes the place of encounter where all are fed, where the disciples take action with meagre resources, Jesus blesses the bread, breaks it, gives it to the disciples for them to distribute it. 
We are today’s disciples and I so want to live from the place of possibility, not from the place of precarity. I am challenged. And I am also challenged by God’s intimate call for encounter, ‘incline your ear and come to me; listen so that you may live.’[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Isaiah 55. 3] 

This call to intimate listening is the possibility, the desire and hunger to listen closely. It’s a bit scary, I think how am I acting for justice, what actions am I doing? 
It is our invitation to lean in, incline our ears to God so we may live. And what this feeding event shows us is that God does provide when we are acting for justice. 
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