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Scripture: Isaiah 55:1-5; Matthew 14:13-21 

 

 

 Hearing these two passages alongside one another, my first impulse is to focus on the 

imagery of feeding they both express. The invitation in Isaiah is so filled with hope and 

hospitality: “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, come, 

buy and eat!” And as if to make a correction: “Come, buy wine and milk without money and 

without price.” It’s a wonderful gesture of generosity and abundance. The kind of promise we 

long to hear. 

 

 In the same way the story in Matthew expresses an amazing abundance and generosity. 

The story of feeding the five thousand is the only public miracle that’s recounted in all four 

gospels. It represents a watershed moment in Jesus’ ministry, an extension of God’s love and 

compassion beyond mere words into concrete action. It’s a powerful illustration of how God 

meets our immediate need, finding us where we are.  

 

 There’s a lot to say about both those images regardless of their context. But as I’ve 

thought about them, I’ve begun to think the context in which they occur is the key to 

understanding them. In Matthew’s gospel we can easily miss the setting if we aren’t paying close 

attention. The story begins, “Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a 

deserted place by himself.” What did Jesus hear? He heard about the execution of John the 

Baptist by King Herod.  

 

The relationship between John and Jesus is a little uncertain. The writer of Luke’s gospel 

is convinced they are related, claiming their mothers were cousins. The other gospel writers 

don’t make that claim. But all four gospels hold that Jesus was among the followers of John 

when he began his ministry of baptism in the wilderness at the Jordan. Earlier in the story Jesus 

doesn’t begin his ministry until he hears that John has been arrested. So there’s some close 

connection between these movements, with Jesus sort of picking up John’s mantle after he’s 

removed from the scene.  

 

So hearing about John’s death makes an impact on Jesus. He just wants to be left alone. 

He’s grieving. He gets in a boat and goes out on the middle of Lake Galilee, presumably, to find 

some solitude. This is a low point for Jesus. He’s broken. He needs time to grieve. That’s a 

reality we can all relate to, I think. Who hasn’t at some point in their life just wanted to be left 

alone, to just be sad for a while? We all know how it feels to be broken.  

 

It’s from that place of brokenness, too, that Isaiah is speaking. The people being invited 

to feast on a sumptuous meal aren’t on the verge of returning home; they’re in exile. They’re still 

weeping by the waters of Babylon, still trying to hang on to their memory of Zion—“If I forget 

you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither,” says the psalm. They’re broken, make no mistake. 

Their society has been decimated, their future erased. It could be they’re scrambling around 

trying to extract meaning out of their predicament—“Why do you spend your money for that 

which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy?” Sometimes when our plans 



have fallen apart, we resort to mindless busy-ness to distract us from what matters. We immerse 

ourselves in careers or hobbies or touchscreens to avoid our grief.  

 

Through Isaiah God calls the people away from distractions and invites them to imagine 

the world in a new way. They’re invited to imagine the world as a feast and themselves as 

honored guests. They’re not abandoned, no matter what they might see around them. Over and 

over the prophets tell us not to trust our eyes only. We’re called to look beyond what we can see 

to a new unfolding reality where grief and disappointment no longer define us; where the 

possibility of abundance is in our grasp and we can become what the world is seeking. We can 

become the presence of God, a healing source of food in the world’s brokenness.  

 

That’s what happens to Jesus on the hillside. Out of his own brokenness he meets a 

crowd in need and he becomes God’s healing presence for them; the food he needs in his 

brokenness is compassion. Ultimately, that’s what heals our brokenness. When we reach out to 

the world in compassion and become God’s healing presence, we discover our own brokenness 

is healed.  

 

When the disciples go to Jesus asking him to send the crowds away, his first response is, 

“You give them something to eat.” He’s not teasing them. He sees in them the capacity to 

provide the crowd the food it needs. But they’re like us. They don’t see that possibility within 

themselves. They resist just as we do. But the world is still broken. We see that every day all 

around us. But until we’re able to face our own brokenness and acknowledge our own need we’ll 

never be able to reach with compassion toward others.  

 

Lately I’ve been reading the book An Open Heart by the Dalai Lama; it’s a sort of guide 

to the principles of Buddhism. He says that the goal of Buddhism is to experience compassion 

for others. But we can only do that by tending to our own need first. Only when we seek to 

relieve our own suffering can we then relieve the suffering of others. It sounds a lot like “love 

your neighbor as you love yourself.” We often forget that loving ourselves, being gentle with 

ourselves, is the path to loving our neighbor.  

 

We have the capacity within us to do that. This story begins with Jesus tending to his own 

suffering so that he’s able to look with compassion on others. That’s what he wants his disciples 

to do. That’s what this table is all about. We bring to this table our suffering, our brokenness, so 

we can be fed. And it’s from this table we go to share compassion in the world. I hope you are 

able to do that today. I hope you’re able to carry your grief or your disappointment, your anger or 

pain to the table of healing and receive food for your brokenness, be nourished so you can food 

for the world.  

 

Amen 


