Homily for people and parishes...

Readings: Genesis 32:22-31 Psalm 17:1-7, 16
Romans 9:1-8 (9-16) Matthew 14:13-21

| reckon the disciples would have been astonished when a large crowd of five thousand
men, and an unknown number of women and children were fed from five loaves and two
fish. And, more than this, there was apparently so much left over that twelve baskets were
filled after everyone was satisfied! This is the only miracle recorded in all four Gospels, so
clearly there is something profound and formative being remembered by the early Church
in this story, and by us.

Please imagine being with the disciples on that day. Matthew’s Gospel tells us that Jesus
and the disciples had withdrawn to a deserted place in response to the news that their
friend, John the Baptist, had been murdered by King Herod. | imagine Jesus and his
disciples had withdrawn to a quiet place because they were grieving and were looking for
some time out. However, the crowd could not get enough of Jesus, so they followed him
into that deserted place, and out of compassion Jesus taught them and healed many.

Towards the end of that day | imagine the disciples being concerned about such a large
number of people, and the need for them to be fed and sheltered. We can appreciate their
request then to, ‘...send the crowds away... so they can go and get something to eat from
nearby villages.” However, Jesus did not accept this and responded — ‘you give them
something to eat!’

‘You give them something to eat!’ is an astonishing request. | imagine at least one the of
the disciples saying something like, ‘Are you kidding? How can we possibly feed this
number of people?’

Yet, the Gospel tells us that Jesus took a small amount of bread and fish — blessed them,
broke the bread, and gave it all back to the disciples to distribute. Most people who
interpret this passage literally believe that through this, quite miraculously, an enormous
amount of food was physically created out of nothing to feed the large crowd.

The term ‘crowd’ is a vague and to quantify | think we can safely say five thousand men plus
an equivalent number of women and children. So, it’s reasonable to suggest that ‘the
crowd’ was at least ten thousand people! With this in mind, we’re clearly talking about
tonnes of food not just a couple of shopping trolleys!
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There is an echo in this of God’s provision for the people of Israel as they wandered in the
wilderness after escaping Egypt. This is described in the Book of Exodus, and it is where we
get the saying ‘Manna from heaven!’ (Exodus 16).

Another way of understanding how the ten thousand people got fed suggests that instead
of a large amount of food being created from nothing, the people of the crowd were
collectively inspired to share the food they had brought with them and that in the miracle
of the sharing there was more than enough for everyone.

| wonder which way you interpret the story? Do you think of it as a miracle which caused a
huge volume of food to be created from nothing, or a miracle in which otherwise self-
interested people shared what they had with strangers? In each understanding there are
the common themes that with God there is always enough, and that with God there can be
an unexpected abundance.

Like those long-ago disciples | think we often focus on what we don’t have and feel a little
overwhelmed by the scale of need in our community, and our world. Like those disciples,
we may say in a variety of ways, ‘send the crowds away’ ...because we don’t have enough!

As an aside, | think the advertising industry is geared to tell us repeatedly, through videos,
photos, and text, that we can never have enough, and that we always NEED to buy
something else to find satisfaction in life. This may tell us: you’ve got a house — but you
need a BIGGER house! You’ve got a car, but you need a BETTER car! You’ve got a phone —
but you need the LATEST model. You’ve got a body and a face, but you need to BUY
SOMETHING to improve them!

Generally, adverts do not say — you’ve got a house; and a car; and a phone; and good health
—so, be thankful!

It is a great gift of faith to recognise that all such things are gifts from God and that being
thankful is part of how we respond to life. We recognise our lives, and everything in them,
as gifts. Perhaps another part of how we understand ourselves comes from the shared
belief that that we are each called by God to respond compassionately to human need.

The parable of the Good Samaritan explains this so beautifully (Luke 10:25-37) Through this
we understand that faith does not look away, or ignore an injured person. Faith kneels,
bandages, calls Triple Zero, and possibly pays the bill!
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We know that human need is real in our own lives, in the life of our community, and in the
life of the world. Hunger, homelessness, loneliness, poverty, grief, violence, and fear are all
real. But before we feel overwhelmed by this | think it’s helpful to remember that Jesus did
not ask the disciples to solve the hunger issues of the world! He said, ‘You give them
something to eat.’

In this | imagine him saying, attend to the need you have recognised! The need before you
and around you. Then Jesus blessed the little that they had brought to him, gave it back to
them to share, and there was enough. Indeed, there was more than enough.

Surely, that same God continues to bless and provide more than enough through the little
‘loaves and fish” we offer from our own lives?

May it ever be so.
Please join me as we close in prayer:

Holy God,

who provides and sustains,

bless us with courage and wisdom this week,
to be kind and compassionate

to both friend and stranger.

We pray in the name of the one who said,
‘You give them something to eat!’

Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.
Questions:

1. How do you understand the miracle described in today’s Gospel reading:
supernaturally creating tonnes of food from nothing; or, people being inspired to
share what food they’d brought along for the day?

2. What are the way that you have responded to human need over the last month?
Eg. Practical action, and/or prayer.

3. What do you want to explore further?
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