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Feeding, Compassion, & Ministry
Matthew 14:13-21
 
“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (2 Corinthians 1:2 NRSV) (2) Amen.
Yesterday I had to work one of my rare Saturday shifts. I was all over Atlantic County. I got to see or speak with several of my individuals that I serve who have various diagnosed mental illnesses. I got to serve and be served. I often say that with my work I teach as well as I learn. I do not personally have a diagnosed mental illness. My book smarts and experience only go a certain amount of way. I have to be willing to learn from the very individual I am visiting with or speaking with that is directly impacted with symptoms of their diagnosed mental illness each and every day. In that very learning I am continually equipped to go out and serve more and more. Now, I may feel tired and may not want to conduct one more visit, or I may not want to answer another phone call or email, but I am forever reminded that I am blessed to serve and show the very care, concern, love, and compassion that Jesus did in our Gospel Story today.
Then, after work I was blessed to be able to go over and visit a member from True Deliverance Praise and Worship Center who happens to be in a nursing home up by my work, and is rehabbing from a recent major surgery. As I was getting ready to enter the building, I encountered a man outside who was sitting in his wheelchair and looking over several of his religious books. We greeted one another with a smile, and held brief discussion. Then, I checked in at the machine at the front desk of the facility. I encountered staff who was rather pleasant before I headed upstairs to visit the person I was there to see. As I entered the room, I heard a country western movie playing on the TV, and I found the individual I was visiting sitting up in bed. I was able to talk and visit, as well as pray with this individual. It was awesome to see this individual improving in just a short amount of time from their recent major surgery. It is a blessing to be able to serve, and a blessing to be able to visit someone that just really needs to know there is someone out there that cares for them. I even bumped into his wife as I was leaving the facility, and she was so thankful I was able to stop and visit her husband. She even seemed thankful that I was able to stop and talk with her and her family member as well. Now, you may be sitting there asking yourself why I would be visiting someone from another church, or why after a day at work I was not focused on just getting home to write my sermon for this morning. Well, we are called to do greater things, things unimaginable, things to feed ourselves and others, things just like that which happened in our Gospel Reading today.
Whether you realize it or not, we also have a little nostalgia here today. Did you know that in 2014 the very first sermon that I ever wrote and preached at Holy Spirit Lutheran Church was from this very Gospel Reading? How in the world was that was nine years ago already?!?! Oh, what happens in just one day, let alone nine years! I am blessed to be up here yet again today sharing with you, and I am more so blessed that Pastor Leah trusted me nine years ago to write a sermon and lead worship while she was out on a trip and taking an all-important Sabbath day.
As I have shared with you my journey started many years before that in Pittsburgh, but there were some stumbling blocks in the way. There was what you call timing and further preparation that needed to be done. I needed to be humbled and remember that it is not my timing, but it is indeed God’s timing. Now, as some of you may know that on January 19th of this year, I attended my Candidacy Committee Meeting. The wheels were set in motion to continue moving forward in my call. The titles of Seminarian and Vicar were hanging in the balance. On that very day, in a meeting around several various church leaders, I was asked a very simple, but loaded question. What is your favorite Bible Story? Well, without a doubt, it is this one! It is Feeding the 5,000! It is the miracle and spectacle of it all that captures all of our thoughts and hearts. It is doing the impossible that confuses us at times, but yet makes us all believe. It is being a consummate server, despite being tired or even desiring to grieve the loss of a close friend or loved one just like Jesus. It is finding a way to accomplish something when others might not be able to, or even think that it is even possible. Furthermore, it is all about counting on our Lord and Savior, not just ourselves to make it happen. For one of my favorite Bible verses is Philippians 4:13. I recite and remind myself of it each and every day, as I often put the same cross necklace on. It says, “I can do all things through him who strengthens me.” (2)
As I started out my research, I thought it might serve best to actually read my Sermon from that very day on August 3rd, 2014. I wanted to see where my mindset was then, as compared to where it is now. I must admit my mindset has changed a little bit over the years, but my heart and constant hunger have not. Yes, I just used the word hunger. Isn’t it always interesting that seemingly every majorly important Bible Story at one point or another focuses around food? It is even the very thing we teach the children in our First Holy Communion classes. There is indeed a place for you at this very table to come and eat with all of us, with Jesus, and to do so just how he has taught us.
 When you came into church today, and settled into your pews, you may have noticed that I had set 12 baskets of various styles and sizes on the communion rails. That was to symbolize where the very leftovers from today’s Gospel Reading were placed, and it was done to make you think just a little bit more too. There is so much significance in this. “The twelve baskets of leftovers may signify either a parallel with the twelve tribes or the ongoing task of the apostles in the early church.” (1) Those 12 baskets of various shapes and sizes may very well relate to all of us, and our slight differences as we come together to serve one another. They may signify the never-ending reserve of spiritual food there is when we ask for God’s help despite feeling as if our proverbial tank is empty at times. They may even signify how easy it really is to just pick up a basket and go out and let people see that you have food, and let them come to you. Yes, people are always hungry for something, and each and every one of us has the food they desire. That is what our constant call is. It is to go and share the Word. We come here each Sunday to be refilled, like going to a gas station. However, that very fuel is not meant to just sit in our gas tanks. It is meant to be used during the week as we move about and drive around to bless and serve others. We are blessed to commune together at this very table. We are forever reminded that, “We need food to live, and Christians each week served out the word and the sacrament as the food that Christ continues to distribute to those of us who are hungry.” (1)
We are reminded that “We are not any different from the disciples. We still see impossibilities when God is wanting us to see possibilities. We, like the disciples, need to see that the situation is not in our hands, but in his hands, and when they are in his hands everything changes. We look at our meager resources and say to God: “But what are these among so many?” And he says to us, “Bring them here to me.” He places his hands upon our pitiful resources and everything changes. This is the formula: We bring God our meager offering and he places his hands on our small gift and causes it to grow thousands of times over. We never have the resources to meet people’s needs. We have nothing, and all we can do is bring our nothing to Jesus and have him turn it into something.” (3)
Let me slow down a little bit here and go back to the very thing that Pastor Leah often said I did in a lot of my early sermons. I mean, I may even still do it today, and not even realize it. She often said that I read, or spoke at times, as if I was reading or reciting a poem. A poem from an unknown author is exactly what I have to share with you today, just like I did in 2014.
      “Jesus tried to be alone one day,
      But people followed him anyway.
      He healed the sick until day was done;      
      It was time for food, but there was none.
 
      A young boy offered what he’d brought along,
      With Jesus and the hungry throng.
      “Two small fish and five loaves of bread
      Won’t feed this crowd,” the disciples said.
 
      As the people sat on the grassy banks,
      Jesus took the bread and gave God thanks.                         
      He broke the bread and the disciples were sent
      Into the crowd. All around they went.

      5000 were fed before they were done,
      And there was enough for everyone.
      What started out as something small,
      With God’s help, was enough for all.” (3)
As we close things off here today, I am going to take yet again another approach. I actually foreshadowed to it earlier, and you may have or may have not caught it. “When today’s story begins, Jesus had just learned that his cousin John had been executed, and he attempted to get away by himself and grieve. But the crowds followed. No doubt many of them had heard of John’s death as well, and they were hungry – not for food at this point in the story – but for a word of hope in the midst of this tragedy. And in spite of his intense grief, he had compassion on the crowds and cured those who were sick. This also is a sign of the character of God – the ability to put aside one’s own needs and desires in order to help those in need.” (4) The compassion that Jesus showed is simply amazing. We are all called to have and show that compassion for one another as well. As we all go out into that weird, tough, and scary world just outside the comfort of our church family and church doors we are forever reminded to show our heart and show that very compassion that the Lord showed in this very Gospel Reading today. In these very baskets on the communion rails is your food to share with everyone else. It is a business card with our general church info which makes it easier to invite and feed others, it is Luther’s Small Catechism that you can read and feed yourself with more knowledge, it is the card for the Back 2 School Event this Saturday so that you can show that compassion and let everyone in need know we are here and they are welcome. You may not feed 5,000, but if you feed just one that is more than enough!
Let us pray,
God, I ask you to protect and watch over each and every one of us in our coming and going. I ask you to continue to nourish and strengthen us, as you are forever in our hearts and minds. I ask you to allow us to have the courage to share our basket with others. I ask you to allow us to continue to share our compassion and love for one another no matter what the circumstance or situation are. I ask all of this in your name.
Amen.
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Matthew 14:13-21
In today’s first reading God invites all who are hungry or thirsty to receive food 
and drink without cost. Jesus feeds the hungry multitude and reveals the 
abundance of God. At the eucharistic table we remember all who are hungry or 
poor in our world today. As we share the bread of life, we are sent forth to give ourselves away as bread for the hungry.

After John the Baptist is murdered, Jesus desires a time of solitude. Still, his 
compassion for others will not allow him to dismiss those who need him, and he is moved to perform one of his greatest miracles.

13Now when Jesus heard [about the beheading of John the Baptist], he withdrew 
 from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, 
 they followed him on foot from the towns. 14When he went ashore, he saw a 
 great crowd; and he had compassion for them and cured their sick. 15When it 
 was evening, the disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted place, and 
 the hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they may go into the villages 
 and buy food for themselves.” 16Jesus said to them, “They need not go away; 
 you give them something to eat.” 17They replied, “We have nothing here but five 
 loaves and two fish.” 18And he said, “Bring them here to me.” 19Then he ordered 
 the crowds to sit down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he 
 looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to the 
 disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. 20And all ate and were 
 filled; and they took up what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets 
 full. 21And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women and 
 children.
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