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The reading starts “now when Jesus heard this”.   
What had he heard?  He’d heard that his cousin, John the Baptist, had been 
be-headed.  John had been a prisoner and Herod’s niece had asked for 
John’s head on a platter.   
 
Jesus’ first reaction was to go away alone to grieve and think about what it 
meant for his own ministry.  After all, if the authorities could kill his cousin for 
his preaching, they could also kill Jesus.  What should he do?  Should he lie 
low for a while? 
 
At the same time, John’s disciples who had been allowed to bury the body 
had told other people and thousands had gathered and turned to Jesus for 
help.  Like Jesus, they too were grieving.  I imagine that for quite a few of 
them the news hit a raw nerve.   
 
How many here today have felt a surge of grief on hearing of someone else’s 
loss?  It opens up old wounds.  It reminds us of times in our own past when 
we have lost a loved one or when some other major time of sorrow has 
occurred.  Those are times when a loving family community makes all the 
difference.  The sort of family which supports and enfolds with love but 
doesn’t try telling you immediately what you ought to do.  The sort of family 
which gives you space when you need it. 
 
So thousands of people sought out Jesus.  Their leader, John was dead, so 
they turned to Jesus, the one who had been baptized by John and was 
becoming another prophet like John.  They probably already knew him.  Jesus 
recognized their need and put his own concerns second.  He joined them and 
attended to the sick amongst them. 
 
By doing this, Jesus knew that he was sealing his own fate.  There would be 
no turning back.  He was committed to caring for the people.  The crowds 
stayed all day as they needed that community spirit which Jesus was so good 
at maintaining.  He really cared for people.  He understood their needs and 
met them. 
 
Jesus’ disciples were not so compassionate.  Perhaps they were thinking 
more of Jesus but when evening approached, they wanted Jesus to send 
them away to have a meal.  But for Jesus it was important to keep the caring 
community together.  Breaking up the group to different villages would have 
destroyed the support they were giving each other. 
 
Once more the disciples were reluctant.  They didn’t have nearly enough food.  
Only 5 loaves and 2 fish they said.  They were really making a point.  They 
didn’t want to have to do anything for all these people.  But, as you know, 
Jesus told the crowds to sit on the grass.  Then he blessed the food and 
broke it and asked the disciples to distribute it.  Every one ate their fill and at 
the end the disciples gathered up 12 baskets. 
 



What a miracle!   
 
But wait a moment, where did those baskets come from and why were they 
there? 
 
Now, we are told there were women and children there.  Have you ever 
known a mother with children to go out for a day carrying nothing?  Even 
parents of small children coming to church for an hour or two come armed 
with packs of necessities.  Can you imagine that women then were any 
different?  They had baskets with food, perhaps a change of clothes for little 
ones and a wrap in case it got cold.  Perhaps it was not a great deal of food 
but they had enough for themselves and maybe a little over.  Even the men 
were probably used to going out for a day’s work with a little food tied up in a 
cloth.  It seems to me that the great miracle that day was that Jesus brought 
those people together in a close community supporting each other in their 
grief and sharing  food and sitting down and eating together. 
 
How many people were there?  There were 5,000 men and then there were 
women and children.  Women and children weren’t counted in those days but 
the gospel writer went so far as to say that they were there.  If we are really 
meant to take 5,000 men literally, then perhaps there were 5,000 families.  
Twenty thousand people?  Thirty thousand?  Enough to represent all types of 
people, a whole population.  With those numbers there must have been a 
whole range of occupations, ages, and social status represented – not the top 
classes but a range nevertheless.  Jesus attended not only to the 5,000 men 
but also to those who didn’t count.  He attended to the women and children, 
the sick and disabled, the outcasts. 
 
Twelve baskets of leftovers were collected.  Not much is it from thousands of 
people?  They had enough food but not an overabundance.  God provides for 
our needs  but not to excess.  They didn’t discard the food – it was too 
valuable for that.  The symbolism of the twelve baskets was that they 
represented the twelve tribes of Israel, or the twelve disciples and, by 
extension, the whole world.  God’s love is there to feed everyone.  The 
leftovers would not be wasted but go to other needy people. 
 
Those disciples were a bit like so many of us.  They had brought just enough 
food for themselves and then Jesus insisted on sharing it!  They wanted 
Jesus to themselves and Jesus insisted on thinking of others and pitying 
them.  They didn’t want to have to consider the nobodies of this world.  But 
Jesus insisted.  Then again, the disciples also wanted to grieve for John the 
Baptist and to have time with Jesus to consider their own future.  But Jesus 
told them they had to think about others. 
  
This is not just about food.  It’s about giving of ourselves, of our time, our 
talents.  It’s about putting ourselves second.    It’s also about helping the 
people who don’t count in society.  The sick, the poor, the mentally ill, the 
disabled, the elderly widows, the small children.  This was the bulk of the 
crowd with Jesus.  You know it is not so long ago that there were thousands 
of Australians who were not counted in our census.  There are still lots of 



ways in which some categories of people miss out on benefits that others in 
society get.  But everyone needs to be valued.  Everyone needs to be cared 
for in times of strife.   
 
Sometimes in our churches we shun some people.  They don’t fit in with our 
type of friends.  They dress differently.  They may be unemployed.  They may 
be frail.  Jesus included everyone. 
 
But what happens when we only pay lip service to community?  We divide up 
according to gender, or class or age.  We have cliques, even in churches.  We 
are sometimes snobbish.  We value the rational over the emotional.  We value 
the intellect so highly that we cannot even see what is wrong in placing so 
much value on taking the rational way. 
 
It would have been rational for Jesus to send the people away to buy their 
food in a number of small villages nearby.  But he saw the value of caring for 
a grieving crowd.  He kept them together and managed to feed them.  Just 
think what that meant to those people.  They were being embraced in a family 
of people who were grieving for John the Baptist and who were now 
cementing their relationship with Jesus.  What sort of loyalty do you think they 
would give to Jesus and to his message?  They could see the importance of 
his message being lived out in that action.   
 
When we are grieving for someone we want to be able to think of ourselves 
for a bit.  How about a bit of pampering time?  A bit of time out to relax.  But 
no.  When there are people in need, we are asked by God to care for them.  
To care in whatever ways we are able.  We are to share what we have with 
others.  Our communities are to be caring communities where no one misses 
out.  Where everyone counts.  
 
This is what we do when we bring food for the Verandah.  When we join in 
communion we will be sharing in Christ’s meal.  It shows we are one 
community. 
 
Once we form a community, we have strength.  People who support each 
other meet together and their souls touch.  They gain strength and with that 
strength they can achieve much.  
 
 
We know that God is love but do we truly live in that knowledge?  Love is not 
rational.  Are we prepared to abandon rationality in order to embrace love?  
Love in community.  Love of family.  Love of our Church family.  Then we can 
support each other, we can grow in strength.  Amen. 
 
 


