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Ninth Sunday after Pentecost • August 6, 2017 
Isaiah 55:1-5 • Psalm 145:8-9, 14-21  •  Romans 9:1-5  •  Matthew 14:13-21 
 
It happens about ten minutes into every Bible study. Someone asks the question. “Did that 

actually happen?”  
Now Biblical scholars, people who study the New Testament, have a few different ways of 

trying to figure out whether events from the gospels actually happened. Ways to try to get at 
whether Jesus actually said or did what the gospels report. This is what’s called scholarship on the 
“historical” Jesus.  

There are a whole bunch of criteria they use, but two that are worth noting today. One of 
the criterion is to look at Jesus’s historical context and to look at his own actions. And if his actions 
align with what other people like him were doing, then it’s probably historically accurate. It’s fairly 
intuitive. There’s no reason to think Jesus wasn’t like most of the other people he was around in 
most ways. Another criterion is what’s called the “criterion of embarrassment.” The idea behind the 
criterion of embarrassment is that if Jesus acted in a way that was really unusual, if Jesus acted in a 
way that was awkward or difficult for early Christians to explain, it probably also happened. Because 
it wouldn’t make sense to make up a story that was embarrassing or hard to explain. So, to review, it 
probably happened if 1) other people around Jesus were doing it or 2) no one else around Jesus was 
doing it.  

Now if those two things seem contradictory. If it seems like virtually everything would fall 
into one of those two categories. If it seems like all this method would do is lead you down a rabbit 
hole of unresolvable arguments and circular reasoning that would never get you any closer to the 
truth, then I’d like to offer you a warm welcome to the world of biblical scholarship.  

Today’s gospel reading begins with one of the so-called “embarrassing” stories. A story 
that’s a little bit awkward. Because according to Matthew, everything was going great. Jesus is 
coming off of a day-long lecture about the kingdom of heaven. About how the kingdom of heaven 
is like a mustard seed, a rare pearl, a woman who leavens bread. There’s big crowds. Lots of teaching 
and healing going on. If you’re a disciple, this is what you want. This is the stuff that makes all the 
hard stuff worth it. You want more teaching. More healing. Just keep on doing this. 

And suddenly, out of nowhere, all that momentum comes to a stop. In today’s gospel, 
Matthew begins, “When Jesus heard about the beheading of John the Baptist, he withdrew from 
there in a boat to a deserted place by himself.” Jesus, inexplicably, without explaining anything, 
without telling anyone where he’s going, just takes off. Not the way the second person of the Trinity 
should be acting. Kind of awkward. King of, well, embarrassing. 

According to Matthew, the thing that got Jesus so upset was the news that John the Baptist 
had been killed. Remember that Jesus and John the Baptist were cousins. So at the very least Jesus is 
grieving the loss of a family member. But best we know Jesus also considered John a mentor. 
Someone he looked up to and found helpful in discerning what his calling was in the world. 
Remember when Jesus gets baptized, he gets baptized by John. It’s possible, even likely, that Jesus 
was a disciple of John at one point. So Jesus hears the news about John’s death and bolts. 

For Matthew, Jesus’s sudden departure is embarrassing, a weird break in the middle of the 
action. But for most of us, it feels recognizable. If you’ve lost a mentor, you know that feeling that 
Jesus had. Like you had someone you could depend on to help you make sense out of the world. 
Someone who was wise, who knew when to break the rules, who found options that you’d never 
thought of. Someone who seemed to expand your understanding of what was possible. Like as long 
as you stay in a ten foot radius of that person, you have a sense of purpose and direction. Maybe 
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that’s a family member. Maybe that’s a friend or a colleague. We all have people like this. People 
who don’t always have the right answers, but they’ve been asking the same questions you have. And 
when you lose that person, that mentor that you’ve relied on, suddenly you get hit with that sense of 
responsibility. That sense that the world is bigger and more complicated than I could make sense of. 
You feel like the problems you’re facing are more than you can deal with.  

Eventually Jesus lands on another shore, looks up from the boat, and sees that the crowd of 
people just followed him along the shore. It’s a scene much like the one John the Baptist must have 
seen on the Jordan. People coming down into the water. People who have come out to find you 
because they think that you can make things better. And so Jesus had no time to grieve or process. 
No time to take a breath. It’s right back into the crowds.  

And while Jesus was going around healing people, the disciples come up to him and say that 
Jesus should send the people into the villages so they can get something to eat. This is the sensible 
thing to do. You don’t want to be responsible for all these people. You don’t want a big crowd of 
hungry people. But Jesus says, “They need not go away,” and then the kicker, “You give them 
something to eat.” Jesus tells the disciples that they are the ones who should take care of feeding the 
crowd. Jesus is healing people. Jesus is busy. So, Jesus says, you do it.  

And you can imagine what the disciples were thinking. They are in over their heads. They are 
not seeing any good options. They’re feeling like Jesus was earlier that afternoon. They want to take 
off. And so they protest. No, they say, “we have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.” We 
don’t have what we need to help, they say. We don’t have the resources, we don’t have the skills, we 
don’t have the imagination to feed these people. We don’t have the right stuff to participate in your 
mission. If we are going to be of use to you, we need more food. If you let us go get more stuff, 
then we can be helpful. 

But Jesus isn’t interested in how much food they have. No, Jesus says, “Bring them to me.” 
And Jesus tells this massive crowd, which must have been a mob scene, to sit down. And Jesus 
blesses the loaves and the fish and gives them to the disciples so they can pass them around. And 
then, the exclamation point on the story. Lest you think this is some morality tale about people 
learning how to share, they pass around baskets to receive the leftovers, and the disciples realize that 
they have twelve baskets of leftovers. Today’s gospel never uses the phrase “kingdom of heaven,” 
but it is right there. Forget the mustard seed or the pearl or whatever. This is what the kingdom of 
heaven is like. It’s like giving away your five loaves of bread to the hungry and ending up with twelve 
baskets of leftovers.  

Notice that that Jesus is interested in isn’t how much food the disciples have. Most of us 
spend more time worrying about the precise amounts of bread the disciples have than Jesus does. 
Even if all the disciples have is a loaf of bread and a fish, Jesus can make that work. The important 
thing isn’t how much you have to offer the world. The important thing is who you are offering your 
gifts through. So never think that your gifts, your skills, your talents, your prayers aren’t worth 
offering. Jesus isn’t interested in doing it all himself. No, instead of critiquing what the disciples 
have, instead of asking them to go find another two loaves of bread, Jesus says, “Bring them to me.” 

The word we use for our response to Jesus’s invitation is vocation. It used to be that a 
vocation was something you had if you were a doctor, a lawyer, or a priest. To have a vocation was 
to have a specific kind of job that made you different from everyone else. But that’s not what a 
vocation is. A vocation isn’t just a way of describing jobs with a certain amount of cultural currency. 
Your vocation comes not from what you do but from who you are in baptism. Because in baptism, 
you get an invitation to participate in God’s mission in the world. The same one the disciples got in 
today’s reading. We all share that vocation in common. But each of us expresses that common 
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vocation in different ways. You can participate in God’s mission through your profession. You can 
participate in God’s mission through your interests. You can participate in God’s mission through 
your relationships. There are an endless number of ways we participate in God’s mission. There are 
ways you do it that you don’t even realize.  

If you can see the ordinary things you do the way God sees them. If you can learn to see 
them as vocation. Then you’ll see that you have way more than you think you do. You may think 
you only have five loaves of bread and two fish, but in the eyes of God you have enough to feed five 
thousand people. 

When you feel like Jesus or the disciples in today’s reading. When you lose someone who 
helped you believe in yourself. When you lose someone who helped you make sense out of the 
world or helped you understand your role in it. Or when you feel like the disciples. When you feel 
like what you have isn’t enough to offer. When you feel like the problems of the world are too big to 
even start unpacking. God is sending us out with the same words Jesus gave the disciples in today’s 
gospel. “Bring them to me.” 

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


