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Struggle to Share 
 
 
Many of you already know this but I'll confess it now for all to know:  I am an only 
child.  In recent times with the advent of emphasis on early childhood education, pre-
schools and day care centres I think the distinctions between the social context and 
behaviour of only children as compared with children who have siblings have become 
less noticeable.  But in my generation (and for all the ones previous) it was always 
assumed that an only child was 'spoilt rotten,' and I have to admit that I was—not so 
much by parents, as by my doting maternal grandmother with whom we lived in my 
early years.  I had her undivided attention any time I wanted it—and, although I had 
friends and playmates from an early age, let's just say that sharing was not one of my 
best attributes.  I struggled to share, and it was not until many years later that I would 
even begin to know that sharing is worth the struggle. 
 
Child development statistics note that, among the first five words most children learn 
to say in any language around the world, are these two words:  “No!” and “Mine!”  And 
often they are combined.  The reality is that most of us never recover from this 
language priority—even those who have siblings—we are all prone to be negative and 
selfish, especially in situations of threat (whether real or imagined).  We are also thus 
vulnerable to being convinced we should be negative and selfish as a basic means of 
survival. That's why fear campaigns of any social or political motivation are nearly 
always successful: they prey upon these unconscious and immature responses. 
 
Of course selfishness is often more or less benign.  For instance it used to drive my 
friends and partner crazy that I'd often get up from my lounge room chair to make 
myself a cuppa without even thinking to offer to make them one.  That's obviously 
very rude, and quite embarrassing to admit, but it didn't kill them.  There was certainly 
no malice in my behaviour at all; just the long-practised habit of living on my own and 
doing everything for myself.  In my very self-contained mindset I guess I thought that, 
if they wanted a cuppa, they could just say so—or even make it themselves.  And even 
now, in my supposedly more mature and enlightened state of mind, I can still slip back 
into such inexcusably selfish behaviour at times.  And my friends mostly laugh and call 
these my 'only child' moments. 
 
It's more serious than that, of course, when selfishness infects whole nations, cultures, 
races of people.  The group dynamics of selfishness are deadly.  We see the 
consequences in such things as our ability to look at masses of starving children on the 
evening news without actually doing anything to feed them, or being so desperately 
afraid that our own relatively 'cushy' lives might be compromised if we take action 
now to improve the earth's life for generations to come.  Selfishness walks hand in 



hand with short-sightedness in human life.  We all struggle to share. 
 
And that's why it's important that at least those of us in this room today understand the 
miracle that we call 'The Feeding of the Five Thousand.'  (You will note, however, that 
Matthew makes it clear in his version of this story that many more than that were 
involved:  “about five thousand men, besides women and children.”  [Matt. 14.21] In 
Matthew's usual manner of including references to Jewish scripture, this method of 
counting people refers to the way the Israelites were counted during the wilderness 
journey out of Egypt.)  This story, though its details differ in each gospel, is one of the 
very few incidents of Jesus' life and ministry that is included in all four gospels—even 
in John's gospel, which is not known for its historical accuracy.  This tells us two 
critically important things:  first, it probably really happened and was not 'made up' 
after the event just on the basis of legend or to suit the literary sensibilities of any one 
gospel writer; and second, whether or not it really happened, the story and its 
implications for Christian life were clearly important to a variety of our faith 
ancestors' communities over at least the first two centuries of the church. 
 
But, against the sometimes popular interpretation that the miracle performed by Jesus 
in this incident was some pseudo-eucharistic supernatural power expressed by his 
hands that 'magically' multiplied “the five loaves and the two fish,” isn't the real 
miracle something much deeper and more dramatic than that?  [Matt. 14.19]  When we 
really look at the detail of the story, there is no mention whatsoever of anything 
supernatural; only of something that's unnatural in human behaviour:  sharing.  
Without regard for selfish desires—or even needs—all “ate and were filled” with 
enough left over to feed another crowd, perhaps even the poor.  Isn't it clear that they 
each took only a little—mindful of their neighbours, taking only enough to 'take the 
edge off' hunger, trusting there would be more to eat after they got home from the 
event, perhaps realising that physical hunger was nothing compared to the spiritual 
hunger that could be filled in Jesus' presence? 
 
A few other biblical details are worth a mention here too.  In Matthew's gospel this 
story is immediately preceded by the gruesome tale of Herod's banquet during which 
Salome demanded and received the head of John the Baptiser on a plate.  Taken 
together they form a contrasting diptych of, on the one hand, consuming human evil 
and, on the other, the godly consummation of all goodness in a messianic banquet.  
Then, after the story of the miraculous feeding, Matthew tells us that Jesus went away 
on his own that night—appearing “early in the morning” walking on the water 
toward the boat full of frightened disciples who at first thought he was a ghost.  [Matt. 
14.22-36]  Again there is a literary contrast and comparison—on the one hand Jesus 
overcomes human nature, then he defies earth's nature too.  Here there are also literary 
references to the resurrection story that will come later in the gospel.   
 
Then there are the specific actions of Jesus in the feeding story:  “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.” [Matt. 14.10, 
emphasis mine]  Whether or not Jesus did exactly these things in this order, the recitation 
in this gospel, both here and then again in chapter 26 at the Last Supper, undoubtedly 
reflects the actual liturgical context of eucharistic practice in Matthew's faith 
community, and perhaps more generally throughout the early church.  And, except for 
that small detail of having drink instead of fish (and personally I'm ever so glad that 
change was made as I prefer wine or nearly any other drink to fish), you just watch 
next week and see if the Celebrant doesn't still do exactly these actions:  takes, blesses, 
breaks, gives to the helpers, who then give to the crowd. This is the essence of Christian 
communion, the sharing upon which Christian community is based. 
 
That the proper emphasis is on sharing is also supported by other accounts of early 
Christian life.  Perhaps the most famous one is Luke's account in the Acts of the 
Apostles of the first Jewish Christian community in Jerusalem in these two passages 
from Acts 2 and 4: 
   
  “All who believed were together and had all things in common; 
  they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the  
  proceeds to all, as any had need.  Day by day, as the spent much 
  time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate 
  their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and 
  having the goodwill of all the people.”   [Acts 2.44-47, emphasis mine] 
   
and  “Now the whole group of those who believed were of one 
  heart and soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any 
  possessions, but everything they owned was held in common.... 
  There was not a needy person among them, for as many as owned 
  lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was 
  sold.  They laid it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to each 
  as any had need.  [Acts 4.32, 34-35] 
 
Sadly, the sharing that had begun spontaneously “with glad and generous hearts” soon 
became a kind of rule or law and then disintegrated as some individuals sought to grasp 
some selfish gain, sometimes with disastrous results, such as in the story of Ananias and 
Sapphira in Acts 5.  There's not much biblical or historical evidence that this level of 
communal sharing went on outside of Jerusalem or lasted any longer than those first 
few years of the church.  And yet it was clearly still held as an ideal of Christian 
throughout the time of the gospel writings, and holding onto an attitude of 
unselfishness remains a hallmark of Christian virtue even today. 
 
What happened?  Well, I think the closer people are to the actual presence of Jesus—in 
today's gospel story that means his physical presence but in a larger sense it always 



means his spiritual presence—then the easier it is to be 'glad and generous' sharers.  But 
the further away we get from his from his presence, his teachings, from his example—
then the harder that becomes.  And we have to face the fact that in our world today 
most people are very far away indeed from the ideal of unselfishness, even those of us 
within the church. So we struggle between that ideal and our lived reality.  
Just in the past week I've heard several things on news programs that reinforce this fact 
within our own nation.  For instance, despite long-term government efforts to increase 
the availability of life-saving organ donations, actual donations have decreased.  
Likewise, most charity organisations are also openly saying that what is called 
'compassion fatigue' has set in amongst us after various natural disasters and so forth to 
the extent that charitable donations have  dramatically decreased in the first half of this 
year.  Of course, despite vast amounts of evidence that immigration is mostly a benefit 
to Australian society and economy,  as a nation we continue to fear that the tiny 
proportion of illegal immigration will somehow completely overwhelm our way of 
life.  And, although there are serious considerations to be made from every political 
perspective, far too much of the argument around carbon pricing is based in self-
centred concerns about our wealth.  In all of these situations it seems to me that we are 
asking all the wrong questions.  We should be asking only this:  What can we share? 
 
Even so, the ideal remains.  There is a prayer of Anglican tradition that I think may 
even be in Uniting in Worship that includes these words:  “We pray for the day when 
sharing by all will mean scarcity for none.”  When sharing by all will mean scarcity for 
none:  that goal is ever before us.  It is in  the lived experience of our faith ancestors; it 
is in the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand men (not to mention women and 
children); it is in the person of Jesus himself who was willing to give everything—
everything--for our sake!  What are we willing to give for the sake of others?  What 
sharing is well worth the struggle? 
 
We need to remember that in God's earthly family there are no only children. 
 
 
 
Rev. Janis R. Huggett 
 
 
 
 
 


