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Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace to you in the name of the Lord, who is 

gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.  Who is 

good to all, whose compassion is over all that God has made.  Amen. 

 Now that I have become a grandfather to two beautiful granddaughters, also 

known as “Grandude”, I have become re-acquainted with both the joys and shared 

responsibilities of parenting and grandparenting.  Perhaps some of you remember 

the days of one spouse saying to the other, “Hey, the baby is hungry” – to which 

the other may say, “Well, why don’t you feed her?”  Or, “the baby is cranky,” to 

which “Why don’t you read her a book, and put her to bed?”  Or, my personal 

favorite, “Hey, the baby’s diaper needs changing,”  “Well, it’s your turn to change 

him!”  Oh, okay.  You feed her, you put her to bed, you change him.  Where there 

is love for a spouse, a child, or your neighbor, there is shared responsibility for 

doing the necessary acts of love.  Are you with me?  Are you “in”? 

 So, today we heard the story of one of Jesus’ greatest miracles, one familiar 

to most people, called The Feeding of the 5000.  The cool thing about this miracle 

is it wasn’t just a “magic” trick, like changing water into wine as a sign of Jesus’ 

power.  It wasn’t only a healing story where one person’s health was restored.  It 

was an act which required the participation of every one of the twelve disciples, 

and I’m sure many more followers,  to carry out Jesus’ command “you give them 

something to eat” to at least 5,000 people who showed up in the desert to hear 

Jesus preach, which actually was more like 10 or 12 thousand people when you 

add women and children.  It’s a miracle of “shared responsibility” – because I 

think that even greater than Jesus turning 5 loaves and 2 fishes miraculously into a 

meal for thousands, was the miracle of getting twelve disciples to share his 

compassion, and organize the distribution and resources for all those people to eat!  

 But of course, as in any story in the gospels, this miracle did not happen in 

isolation, just out of nowhere – the story has a context, and a meaning beyond even 

the miraculous details!  Matthew places this story about halfway through his telling 

of the gospel.  For back in chapter 10, Jesus had been going about all the cities and 

villages, teaching in the synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, 

curing every disease and sickness.  Matthew says, When he saw the crowds, he had 

compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without 

a shepherd.  Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the 

laborers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers for the 

harvest.”  So Jesus sent out his twelve disciples into the towns and villages with 



his authority to cast out evil spirits and cure every disease, which they did.  When 

they returned he taught them and the crowds about the kingdom of God in many 

parables, which we have been hearing the last three Sundays in worship. 

 But the more immediate situation for today’s gospel is the death of John the 

Baptist, who had been imprisoned by King Herod for speaking publicly about the 

many sins of Herod, not only for his infidelity but for not caring for the people and 

letting them suffer from poverty and hunger.  In the passage just before the gospel 

today, King Herod had killed John the Baptist at the King’s birthday banquet, and 

displayed John’s head on a platter for his wife, just one more example of the 

depravity of King Herod’s regime, which created so much fear and suffering. 

 This is the setting for today’s gospel.  Jesus heard about John the Baptist’s 

beheading, and withdrew by boat to a deserted place by himself to grieve, to pray 

and ponder his next move.  He must have known that his own life was now in 

danger.  But the crowds heard that he was there, and came to him on foot from all 

the towns around.  So when Jesus arrived on shore there was this great crowd of 

people with all their sick relatives, and Jesus had compassion for them and cured 

their sick.   When evening came, there were thousands of them still there, and the 

people were getting hungry.  Of course, the disciples knew that they didn’t have 

enough food with them to feed so many people, so they suggested that Jesus send 

them home, or into the nearest town to get food and shelter.  (It would be good for 

local business, they might even have said!)  Instead, Jesus said,”They need not go 

away; you give them something to eat.”  But the disciples explained to Jesus that 

they did not have enough, all they had were five loaves and two fish!  For 5000?  

So we read how Jesus took those loaves and fishes, blessed them, and handed them 

out.  The disciples gave them to the crowds, and all had enough to eat and were 

filled, and they even had leftovers, twelve baskets full!  5000 men, plus many more 

women and children, all were fed.  This is the good news of the Lord!  Thank God! 

 So if we aren’t to get bogged down in the details like “how did Jesus do 

that?”  Did he have the magic words to create more bread and fish out of nothing?  

Did more people begin sharing what food they had because of the example they 

saw from the one who gave five loaves and two fish?  Did food vendors show up in 

food trucks to donate food in this literal “food desert”?  That’s where it is all 

speculation, and many a sermon has been preached about such things! 

 But one of the lessons we can draw from this comes from the comparison of 

Jesus’s reaction to the crowds of hungry people – compassion -with that of King 

Herod, who would only have fear and disdain for the suffering people, and see 

them as a “problem”.  King Herod heard the prophet named John speak out on 

behalf of the suffering, calling for repentance, and all King Herod could do was 

throw the prophet in prison, then cut off his head to silence his voice.  But the truth 

of John’s words remained: the king was still a cruel, narcissistic fraud, whose only 



response to suffering was to create more suffering, not to repent but to get revenge.  

We have such a king today in the White House, which is the truth, not politics. 

 But then there was Jesus, who out of his grief over John’s death, and even 

while facing danger for his own life, had compassion for the crowds of human 

beings who came to him, and was compelled to act.  The Greek word from the 

gospel that Matthew used – esplagchnisthe – is a gut-wrenching, intestinal-

twisting, visceral emotion of care and empathy for another, which comes from the 

depths of feeling.  We say com-passion means “Passion with or for” someone who 

suffers.  This feeling moved a Samaritan to save a man beaten for dead at the side 

of the road.  It moved Jesus to heal many and to raise a woman’s dead son.  It 

moved a waiting father to have mercy on his prodigal, foolish, repentant son.  We 

see so many examples throughout the gospels for this depth of feeling for others, 

not only from Jesus, but from ordinary human beings in everyday situations. 

 So guess what?  Jesus didn’t only call his 12 disciples to share this 

compassion and go feed hungry people themselves.  Jesus calls everyone who 

follows him to also have compassion on the sick, the poor, the hungry, the 

grieving, and be compelled to act out of love.  Not just for your family, your 

spouse, your child, your relatives or friends, but for your neighbor, and even for 

your perceived enemy, to bring healing, and satisfy everyone’s hunger.  Because 

you and I are called to have compassion for others, and to act.  It’s that simple. 

 But you and I know how complicated it is, and how massive the problem of 

suffering from sickness, poverty, and hunger is today.  It seems overwhelming.  

Because of unemployment due to the present COVID-19 pandemic, up to 30 

million people in the United States could be evicted from or lose their homes, 

unless additional unemployment funds are released to families.  The only ones who 

can do this now are Congress and the U.S. Senate – so we feel helpless, beyond 

calling our own representatives and senators to do the right thing. 

 But there is something we can do today in our own communities, which we 

can find in our own local newspaper.  We know how many businesses in St. Paul’s 

Midway were burned, looted or destroyed during the unrest after George Floyd’s 

murder two months ago in Minneapolis.  Some of the destruction was done by 

outsiders, some was done by angry, distraught people, or those who have suffered 

too long from poverty or violence.  In St. Paul’s Midway, Cub Foods, Target and 

Aldi food stores were left damaged and looted – not by local residents, because 

who would burn their own food source, but the result is that people who live in this 

community have now been left in a “food desert” – with no grocery stores to 

purchase food within walking distance.  It is a very big problem. 

 What is our response to this as people of faith, who are connected as a 

church to this community’s people?  On the night of the protests and community 

damage done in St. Paul on May 27, Bethlehem-on-the-Midway Lutheran Church, 



across the street from Target, became the center of relief for medics and injured 

people.   Bethlehem’s Pastor Kristen Fryer, who is part of my pastor’s text study 

group, had to make a decision with her church leaders to respond to something 

they never could have imagined just days before: they opened their church to 

emergency ministry.  They were compelled to act by their faith, and so were led by 

the Spirit to step up and step out.  Their church  became the place first for medical 

supplies and water, and over the next month, the center for donations of food and 

household supplies for the whole community, who were suddenly left without 

grocery stores.  From May 30 to June 8 they distributed bags of food and baby 

supplies to 300 to 500 families PER DAY, made possible by hundreds of 

volunteers – whom they also had to feed.  They were fed by Shobi’s Table (our 

synod food truck) on some days, and later by local restaurants whose buildings 

were closed or burned, but set food out on tables in the church parking lot.  The 

work wasn’t done by Bethlehem members, who mostly are older adults at risk 

during this pandemic, but was done by compassionate young people, volunteers 

from churches throughout the St. Paul area synod and St. Paul community, who 

became the church for those days.  This ministry continues to collect donations 

which are then sent to Holy Trinity Lutheran in Minneapolis or other food shelves 

in St. Paul, wherever there is need, because the need isn’t ending, it is growing.  

This is why we have a synod, by the way, so that faithful people from churches 

outside the Midway can live out their compassion by sharing with those in need. 

 So we continue to read in the newspaper that Food Shelf Officials Prep for a 

New Surge.  The expiration of federal jobless aid – and a possible surge in COVID 

cases – is expected to increase the demand for food donations.  The $600 extra 

dollars per week expired yesterday.  Some politicians argued that paying this extra 

amount was a “disincentive” to people to “go back to work” – but, how can people 

go back to jobs that don’t exist, to businesses that are closed?  Some people say 

“we don’t have enough – we can’t afford to pay so many millions unemployment 

benefits.”  Are we living under a myth of scarcity, or God’s promise of abundance?  

Now, some want more tax cuts for the wealthy, and there seems to be enough for 

increased defense spending and for federal agents to be sent into cities like 

Portland, or keep migrant families, asylum seekers and children in detention.  So 

there is money, it just depends upon your priorities. 

 Our priorities come from Jesus, from our faith.  It comes from our 

compassion for others, which comes from God, led by the Spirit.  There is 

something we can do immediately today, and also in the days ahead.  Our St. Paul 

Area Synod bishop, Patricia Lull, has challenged us – all 110 congregations in our 

synod – to give an additional $50,000 to local food shelves to address the present 

and coming community food shortage – in the month of August.  That would be 

$500 to $1000 per congregation this month.  Now, we didn’t give to the local  



Minnesota Foodshare month in March because of the COVID shut-down.  So we 

are due!  I pass along this challenge to you: that Redeemer gives a minimum of 

$500 to the Hallie Q. Brown foodshelf – which is one block from Redeemer – in 

August, with a goal of $1000 total.  There is a great need in our own community 

for food, and Jesus said, “You give them something to eat.”  You can write a check 

to Hallie Q. Brown or Redeemer, send it to Redeemer THIS WEEK, and we will 

get it to the food shelf.  We would like to have you send it to the church, so that we 

can be accountable for our goal.   We can do this; we can feed this community.  I 

have seen many food distribution sites set up outside on Lexington Avenue in 

June, at Bethlehem on the Midway, and in the Hallie Q. Brown parking lot last 

month, all from local donations.   

 Like Isaiah the prophet said, “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; 

and you that have no money, come, buy, and eat!”  Let’s be part of this great 

miracle of faith, inspired by the words of Jesus, and be a witness to the good news 

of God’s love, where there is an abundance of food for all, provided by God, who 

is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love!  Thanks 

be to God!  Amen.  


