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Pentecost +9A

August 2, 2020

Matthew 14:13-21

Where do you go when you want to get away from everyone and everything? Do you have a deserted island you like to retreat? Right now those places are hard to find. Many feel that this is where they have been forced upon for too many months — onto a deserted island of sorts — with no escape. Many are hoping for a miracle — because it sure seems like we need one.
The text tells us Jesus had heard about the death of John the Baptist — a beheading at the whim of Herod Antipas — and as such, he was looking to withdraw to a deserted place — but he couldn’t have gone too far. He most likely wouldn’t really be able to escape the rule and power of Herod — and he couldn’t outpace the crowd who followed on foot and anticipated where Jesus’ boat would land — even though it was a deserted place. But it is clear, Jesus and his disciples needed some time off.

We all know that death and loss often make us stop — make us search for some relief — some time off — to reassess.

Matthew the Gospel writer put together his Gospel with divine revelation — and his own ability to write a narrative. He puts many parables that Jesus taught together in sections of his Gospel — he does the same with his miracles. The placement of these stories and teachings seem to be placed to move the Gospel story along. For example, in chapters 8 and 9 of his Gospel, Matthew places about 10 miracles of Jesus which seem to highlight discipleship and its meaning for his followers. In other words, perhaps Matthew was trying to highlight that the power of Jesus, Jesus’ power within the realm of his followers, will produce mighty acts of power on behalf of a community of believers who approach him prayerfully and in an attitude of trust.

So, for the context of the miracle story today, the disciples do not sound so trusting. We know they have been on this journey with Jesus — escaping to this “out of the way” place since the death of John the Baptist. And in the midst of being tired and afraid, they hoped for some time alone. But this was not to be the case. Jesus needed some time alone as well, but the crowd that follows him takes that opportunity away from him. Does Jesus send them away — of course not. Instead, he turns his focus off himself and his disciples and turns to curing the sick among them. The disciples must have been feeling hurt and disappointed.
And then, to seemingly pour salt into their “injured egos” — Jesus asks them to solve an unsolvable problem. There are about 10000+ people in need of food, and Jesus tells them to find something to eat for all of them, and to do it within the hour, in a deserted place, before it gets dark. His disciples are tired — they are weary — they are hurting and hungry — and now they must be angry as well.
What is Jesus doing? We ask that question, at least I have asked that question a lot lately. What is Jesus doing in the world, in our country, in the church, in our lives…..right now.
Too often life presents us with seemingly unsolvable problems, and we immediately begin looking for the easy way out — the shortcuts. The disciples were thinking just that — I can imagine them saying:

“Jesus send them home — look how late it is — they need to buy food from the neighboring markets…”

Jesus just smiles, looks them dead in the eye and says:

“They need not leave — you give them something to eat. What do you have?”

I am hoping this pandemic has made you do some sort of reassessment like that — reassessing what you have, what is most important, and who is most important. At the moment, the disciples must feel as if they have been hit by something that makes them feel sick to their stomachs. It will take a miracle to feed so many people — with no visible resources. 
Look, I know people have problems with miracles. There seem to be two categories for what people think about miracles:

1. Miracles happened in Jesus’ day — and they still happen now — or in other words, “If G-d did it then, G-d can do it now.”

2. Miracles happened in Jesus’ day — but now now — or in other words, “G-d did it then, but they are no longer needed to convey G-d’s power.”

Miracles can happen when we say yes to G-d. But it is much harder for G-d to act when we approach G-d with the attitude of “I cannot, I will not, I don’t have, I need more…..”

The problem with the increase of scientific knowledge about our world today is that we are tempted to only assign G-d’s presence or actions to the places that are otherwise not explainable by science. This, my friends, is a reductionist view of G-d’s presence and actions in the world. We cannot put G-d in a box like that — either we believe G-d is in all things, or G-d is in nothing — and the later is not an option for me.

So, where are we with the miracle of the feeding of the 5000??

Well, this takes me back to the idea that G-d often begins to work in our lives with the things we already have. Too often life presents us with seemingly unsolvable problems and situations — and so instead of thinking “What do I have that G-d can use for this situation?” — we tend to think “There is no way I can do what is being asked” — which leads to more negative emotions and feelings. Jesus says “You feed them.” The disciples say “All we have here are five loaves and two fish. What can we do with that?”
Jesus says “Just watch and believe.” Too often we miss the little ways G-d works in our world and in our lives — all the while looking for and expecting the “Big Miracle” — and when it does not happen, we blame G-d for not caring.

Look, I am not saying we should put G-d to the test to do great miracles in our lives — and when they do not happen, then we can join other people who say “See G-d doesn’t care, G-d can’t, G-d won’t…”

What I am saying is this:

G-d is active every day in the world, in our lives, in places we expect and often in places we cannot ever expect. I believe that. I also believe G-d can do the miraculous — but not only the miraculous — G-d has the power to do quite a lot, with just a little.
I ask you to remember what I preached last week — “It takes just one” — one seed, one fish, one person, one hidden gift to make the difference in how and when and where G-d is seeded in our lives. Here it took just one lunch offered to Jesus to feed a multitude. When we give to G-d in faith and trust, who knows what our gifts can do — through the power of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Just one warning: understanding miracle stories as they appear in the Bible and relating them to our world today is complicated and complicating. If we take the accounting of the miracle as if we are hearing it from a 1st century reporter — well then we are not necessarily hearing it in the same way the community of Matthew’s Gospel heard the story. How could we. In other words, we should hear this story not as “G-d can feed the entire world if G-d wants to” — to instead “Through Jesus, all people can be fed the bread of life — Jews, Gentiles, everyone.”

G-d looks to us and says “You give them something to eat.”

When we accept that challenge, when we move forward in obedience and trust, well, then G-d really begins to act — and miracles, both great and small, will happen as well.

