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 I’ve mentioned before that a few years ago I began bicycle riding as a hobby and a way to 

keep fit. And the last couple of years I’ve tried a few pretty challenging rides for someone in my 

age category and physical condition. I like to do that, to push myself a little bit physically now 

and then. So, two years ago I entered a ride called the Chautauqua Gran Fondo. That’s an Italian 

term that means “big party” essentially. It’s a large group of riders gathering for charity to ride 

along and around Lake Chautauqua. The ride starts at Webb’s, south of Mayville and goes north 

through Mayville and Westfield, all the way up to Barcelona and past the lighthouse, then back 

south to the Lake and along the east side. We traveled all the way down to Jamestown and 

around through Celeron and Lakewood and finally back to Webb’s. The distance was 62 miles, 

farther than I had ever ridden.  

 

 The terrain around Chautauqua is rolling. The ride had an elevation gain of 2700 feet, so 

it was a challenge in late August as the day grew hotter and hotter. But all along the way were 

rest stops where riders could get something to eat and drink. I knew that, so I didn’t bother 

packing anything to eat. The problem was, I was a pretty slow rider, so toward the end of the 

route there wasn’t much left to eat at the rest stops. By the time I was making my way past the 

Chautauqua Institute, after pedaling uphill for what seemed like miles, I was done. I have never 

been so weak from hunger and exertion in my life. I really thought I might faint right there on the 

shoulder. I didn’t. I made it back to the finish but I was wiped out. 

 

 That was as hungry as I have ever been in my life. And it only lasted an hour or two. So, I 

have no idea what it’s like to be hungry for days on end with no relief in sight. But if it’s 

anything like those couple of hours I spent trying not to faint, then something needs to be done. 

Hunger and thirst are themes that run through the Bible from beginning to end. Very often 

they’re used metaphorically to describe a person’s or a people’s desire to be near God. But even 

when they’re used metaphorically behind them lies a literal, visceral experience. The Bible 

wasn’t written by elites, the well-fed; it was written by people who knew something about 

hunger. It was written by people who understood why folks would imagine God offering a never-

ending feast to anyone and everyone in need.  

 

 When the writer of Isaiah offers this vision to Israel, they are in the worst situation 

they’ve ever experienced. They’re living in a foreign country, Babylon, force-marched there 

after their country was defeated, their capital devastated, and their temple, the center of their 

spiritual life, demolished. They may not have been systematically starved in exile, but I’m sure 

many of them went hungry. And their hunger and thirst for God’s presence among them was 

even more demoralizing. Something we often forget is our bodies and our spirits are intimately 

connected. Celtic spirituality describes us as embodied spirits, that is, we are spirits inhabiting 

these physical vessels. But the vessels are essential; without the body the spirit has no means of 

expression. When the body starves, the spirit withers.  

 



 So, a meal, a never-ending feast, as the ultimate expression of God’s goodness and 

presence in the world, makes a lot of sense. But is it only meant to be a metaphor? If it’s true that 

God is concerned with our whole selves, that God desires true shalom, then isn’t the body as 

important as the spirit?  

 

 Around the world over 820 million people are hungry, a number that’s been increasing in 

recent years. It’s too early to know the numbers, but the pandemic has put unprecedented 

pressure on food supplies, especially in countries with high rates of poverty already. The most 

vulnerable populations may not recover from this for decades if ever. That’s in addition to the 

effects of global warming that has already caused untold damage to food production in the world. 

People are hungry right now, physically hungry. Until that need is met God’s dream of shalom 

can never be realized.  

 

 In the gospel story today we find Jesus just after he’s learned the heart-breaking news of 

John the Baptist’s death. In Matthew’s telling, John was executed by Herod and his body 

desecrated. Jesus is crushed and goes off to a deserted place to find some solitude in his grief. 

But the crowds are too hungry for him. They follow him and he’s overcome with compassion; 

it’s as if he can’t help himself from caring for them. So, he spends that day dispensing healing, 

trying desperately perhaps to replace his grief with acts of love. But as the day gets late, the 

disciples start to get a little nervous. The last thing they need is to mess with a hungry mob. 

Again, hunger is at the center of everything.  

 

 Now, a lot has been said about the nature of life in that part of the world, in that era. One 

thing that’s been suggested is that people out in the countryside in that day would never leave 

home without bringing along some provisions. But these are very poor people. You and I may 

have plenty in the pantry to grab something to take with us if we’re going out for the day, but 

these people probably did not. Certainly the disciples don’t assume they did. The disciples are 

nervous. They want Jesus to send these folks to the nearest village to fend for themselves. So, I 

don’t think the roots of this story lies in the crowd being inspired to generosity, to share what 

they brought with them, because the way it’s told, I don’t think they have anything.  

 

 As I read it the real hinge of this story occurs in the exchange between Jesus and the 

disciples. They come to him asking him to send the people away so they can buy something to 

eat, and Jesus responds with, “You give them something to eat.”  What does he mean by that!? 

Why would Jesus tell his disciples to do something they obviously cannot do? Or can they? 

Something that’s often missing when we read poetry from Isaiah or stories like this in the 

gospels, is where the agency of those being addressed fits in. What is our responsibility when 

faced with hunger?  

 

 When the Israelites look at their future and the possibility of returning from exile, the 

new society they construct is up to them. Will it be a return to old habits and behaviors that 

allowed the poor to go hungry while the wealthy ignored them? Or will they construct a society 

built on justice and compassion like Isaiah’s vision where everyone can come and receive all 

they need to eat and drink regardless of their status or their condition. It’s up to them. They have 

to build this new society; God won’t do that for them. And when Jesus turns to his disciples and 

tells them to feed the crowd, he doesn’t give the slightest indication that he thinks they can’t do 



it. He’s not taunting them. He’s encouraging them to reach within themselves and find the 

resources they have to feed people who are hungry. And then…then he shows them how. 

 

 When we look at the world today and see the enormity of need that exists, the vast 

numbers of hungry people, it feels overwhelming and a little scary. We’re tempted to say, “They 

should go fend for themselves.” But when we do that, we’ll always have that voice calling us 

back to our responsibility: “You give them something to eat.” Feeding hungry people is how we 

live the gospel in a starving world. We may think we don’t have the resources, but we do. We 

may think we don’t have the expertise, but we can learn. We may think, for some bizarre reason, 

they don’t deserve our help, but Jesus shows us we are servants in the world and nothing more.  

 

 God’s vision is the world become a place of justice and compassion. The story of Jesus 

feeding the multitudes points to us to make it happen. So we have work to do in this world. We 

have hungry people to feed using whatever resources we have at our disposal. It may not seem 

like much but once we begin we’ll discover we have what we need. Jesus knows this about us 

and is calling us to start feeding the world.  

 

Amen 


