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Jesus said to them, “They need not go away; you give them something to eat.” 

Jesus has just heard that his cousin John has been beheaded by Herod. His response is to try to 
withdraw, to get a little bit of time to himself, sort himself out. After all, he, Jesus, was carrying on in 
a not too dissimilar way. So he withdrew. He got into a boat and sailed over the lake to a deserted 
place, except that by the time he got there it wasn’t – deserted that is. The crowds kept up with him. 

Isn’t that the way of it? Just when you want some time for yourself, the world keeps barging in. 
There are a number of ways you can respond to that. One is you shut up shop and really go away, 
knowing that the crowd will be waiting when you get back. Another is to rant and rave and blow 
your stack and hope that people get the message that you just want a little bit of space for yourself. 
Or you can just go with the flow and ride the wave that the crowd brings and hope you’ll get 
through it somehow. 

Well Jesus responded another way. He allowed the needs of the crowd in and responded with com-
passion and cured the sick. His tank must have been fairly dry, but that didn’t stop him. Jesus' own 
heart must have been broken, but that didn’t stop the healing and mending going on. Barbara 
Brown Taylor suggests that Jesus had "lost his prophet," and that the crowd had undoubtedly heard 
the news, too. Sometimes, after very bad news, it does not matter what you eat as long as you eat it 
with someone. Perhaps, in that deserted place (ironically, now filled with a crowd), they were all able 
to draw strength and consolation from being together by looking to Jesus with hope and longing. 

At that point the disciples come to Jesus. In this story, the disciples have the role that faithful fol-
lowers of Jesus throughout the ages will have. They are the ones who become the arms and legs, the 
practical outworking of the kingdom of God. It is clear though that they haven’t got the point of 
what has been going on either. “Look Jesus, we’re out in the wilderness, the crowds are great, send 
them away so they can fend for themselves.” 

Some years ago, a therapist had a wonderful model of how relationships operated which she called 
low pot, high pot. It was a way of looking at a person’s self-worth and how they responded top the 
world. Low pot, or low self-worth, skews the way you look at the world. You are always looking for 
something to fill up your sense of self worth. Personal resources are always felt to be limited and one 
way of operating is to assume that that is the way the world is. We then think we are constantly liv-
ing and working with a scarcity of resources and in competition for them with everyone else. 

The parallel here is with Jesus and the disciples. Jesus, though probably grief stricken still had re-
sources within and without to respond to the needs of the crowd. The disciples, could only see 
scarcity and lack. They couldn’t even take the initiative and shoo the crowds away themselves, and 
came to put that onto Jesus’ shoulder’s too: “Send the crowds away…” 

Jesus was coming from a different perspective. Barbara Brown Taylor again: “where the disciples saw 
scarcity, Jesus operated under a different set of assumptions…. Jesus knew beyond a shadow of a 
doubt...that wherever there was plenty of God there would be plenty of everything else.” 

Listen too, to the question Jesus asked back in Chapter Eleven: “What did you go out into the wil-
derness to see?” What would draw us out into a deserted place, and what we most want to see, to 



feel, to touch. What do we hunger for most? What would draw us out of our safety zone, our com-
fort zone? What are our deepest needs–not our wants, but our needs? As the crowds responded to 
Jesus’ presence, they did not see scarcity, they saw however dimly or hardly formed something of 
God’s abundance. That is not what the disciples saw at all. 

Jesus has to teach his disciples that their attitude, their approach is all wrong. Mind you he doesn’t 
start out on an hour long lecture. He simply tells them to operate a different way. Act as though 
your pot is full. “You give them something to eat!” And so it begins. What resources have you? Bless, 
break and give. And so they gave, and gave and gave. The Greek verb for “give” can be written in dif-
ferent ways which give a different nuance. “I give the book to you” is a simple direct action which 
once completed is over and done with. Matthew here uses the continuous form of the verb: Jesus 
gives to the disciples and keeps on giving. There is almost a no stopping rule rule in place. 

As well the words used by Matthew here are familiar from the Last Supper account and our own 
celebration of the Lord’s Supper: the verbs – take, bless, break and give – are simple but powerful, 
and apply to our lives just as they apply to the bread we share with one another and with the world. 
This continues to be the work of the church in every age and every wilderness. Yet the church seems 
always to be in the desert, the place where it cannot rely upon its own resources which it thinks are 
few. The church is hungry itself and is surrounded by a world of deep cravings. Most people in 
churches (ministers and members alike) would say that their church "needs" more money, more 
members, more "help." Our general perception is one of scarcity, not plenty, even when we truly de-
sire to act compassionately. More important than "how" the miracle worked is the "why," – Jesus' 
deep compassion for the suffering of the people, and his response. The "what" for us (or is it the "so 
what?") is the command to go and do likewise, but how can we do likewise if there isn't enough to 
go around? And that gets to the deeper issue of abundance under the appearances of "not enough." 

Actually when we look around ourselves here at St Stephen’s and think of what we’ve done over the 
years with what we’ve had, we have certainly not operated out of scarcity. God has been and is good, 
and people, you, and me and others have responded to that goodness and generosity. But here in this 
story the challenge is to also be open to letting our hearts go out in compassion. This disaster or that 
emergency, this solo mum or that welfare beneficiary – have we got enough? Of course by our sup-
port of the Foodbank we are able to pool our five loaves and two fish with those of other Christian’s 
and so feed others, but is that all we are being called to do? 

There is a problem with miracles that mesmerise us and lead us to leave everything up to God. Such 
miracles let us off the hook. They appeal to the part of us that is all too happy to let God feed the 
crowd, save the world, do it all. Are we really disciples of Jesus, following in his ways, responding as 
we believe he would respond to the need around us? Our response is indeed a matter of discipleship, 
and is not merely a matter of managing limited resources; it is a matter of giving what we have in 
faith, hope, and love in acts of worship. And of those we have plenty. 

And what about being so dog-tired and empty? Well Jesus did get time to fill up. Jesus, after all the 
busyness of healing and feeding and bringing God’s grace, took time for himself to rest in the full-
ness of God’s grace and love ready for the next step along the way. I noted too Jesus dismissed the 
disciples first then sent the crowd off. One hopes the disciples on their journey back across the lake 
got time to see that too, or were they too worried about what to do with all the leftovers? 

The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word.


