
I. The Hour is late and the world 
is closing in

Pastor and Author Thomas Long 
had been speaking about worship 
all morning to a group of people 
gathered in a church fellowship 
hall in a suburban neighborhood in 
Indiana. They listened politely as 
he rambled through discussions of 
Vatican II, Calvin's view of the 
Lord's Supper, the pros and cons 
of children's sermons, the 
development of the lectionary, the 
meanings of baptism, and other 
assorted topics about worship. 
Now, with the lecturing done, he 
gulped down a little coffee and 
asked if there were any questions.

A man about fiftyish with plump 
cheeks and rimless glasses waved 
and bobbed his hand, eager to 
speak. "There's one thing about 
our worship service here which 
really bothers me," he complained. 
"To me it's like fingernails being 
scraped across a blackboard."
"What's that?" Long cautiously 
asked, fully expecting him to say 
something about gender inclusive 
language, newfangled hymns, 
politics in the pulpit, or sermons on 

tithing. But it was not one of these 
issues which caused his 
aggravation.

With a big sigh the man said, ”The 
announcements. I just hate it when 
the minister spoils the mood of 
worship with all those dull 
announcements." Heads bobbed 
in vigorous in agreement all 
around the room. The 
announcements were out of favor 
in that corner of Indiana, no 
question about it. Long said he 
knew what the man meant. You're 
soaring above the pews on 
Sunday, your wings catching the 
strong breeze of the Spirit carrying 
you upward from “Joyful, Joyful 
We Adore Thee” toward the choir's 
lofty "For Unto Us a Child is Born," 
and then, thud ... the Education 
Committee will meet in the library 
on Thursday at 7:30 .... " Like 
Icarus striving for the sun, you
find your wax wings suddenly 
melting, and you plummet back to 
the world of flesh, dust, and 
committee meetings. 
Announcements in church are like 
a bag of peanuts at the opera. But, 
Long reminded them that the 
church’s institutional life is 
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important and five minutes of this 
couldn’t hurt. 

After the meeting Rev. Long 
realized he blew it. He didn’t give 
the right answer. What he should 
have said is that, properly 
understood, the announcements 
are one of those places where the 
rubber of the church's theology hits 
the road. Indeed, it just may be 
that by moving seamlessly from 
"Holy, Holy, Holy" to "the crisis 
counseling ministry is in need of 
additional volunteers," by 
punctuating its soaring praise with 
the commas of the earthy details of 
its common life, the church is 
expressing in its worship one of its 
most basic convictions about the 
character of God:

"The Word became flesh and dwelt 
among us....

Sometimes it’s what we think of as 
interruptions that become a source 
of healing, or at least a way we are 
fed when the journey is long and 
the hour is getting late. What we 
consider interruptions turn out to 
be the grace of God becoming 
flesh in front of us.

The hour was getting late. The 
disciples told Jesus to send these 
people away. It’s too late to get 

enough bread to feed all these 
people. It’s too late to figure out 
what to do with all of them. We’re 
in the middle of nowhere. And you 
know if we fed them then we would 
have to listen to all their problems. 
We’ll be here all night. And it’s too 
late for us to make any difference 
for all these people. The need is 
too great. Send them home. Or if 
not home let’s get them out of here 
so that they are not our 
responsibility anymore. The hour is 
late. Unless you are going to turn 
these stones into bread the people 
need to go. But, Jesus looks at the 
crowd and has compassion on 
them. 

This passage today is a 
transitional story. It’s an 
interruption. Jesus has just found 
out about the death of John the 
Baptist. King Herod killed John 
because he preached a little too 
much politics in the pulpit. Jesus 
was in grief. His mentor, his 
cousin, his friend was dead. The 
idea surely occurred to him that 
this would one day be his end too. 
Surely, as he set out in that boat 
he must have thought, “They killed 
John. They will kill me too.” This is 
what Jerusalem does to prophets. 
This is what the Kingdom of God 
gets you in this world. And that’s 
why Jesus had to leave the world 
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for a moment, right? He had to get 
away from it all. Have you ever felt 
like that? Where’s that place you 
go? Jesus pushes out in a boat 
and goes out to a deserted place… 
a wilderness location. Far from the 
villages. He needs a moment. But, 
he’s interrupted. 

It says the people came out to find 
Jesus when they heard “it”. “It” 
could mean hearing that Jesus 
was out in a deserted place or it 
could mean that they heard John 
had been killed. What does that “it” 
mean? The crowds came because 
they heard Jesus was out there, 
but what if they have also come to 
find Jesus because they heard it— 
they heard what happened to 
John. John was their hope. John 
was the holy prophet who 
promised new life to Israel through 
baptizing them in the Jordan River
— as if to say you can live again in 
the land by reentering this world 
the same way our ancestors came 
into the land when Joshua led 
them here— through the waters of 
the Jordan. 

And now the new Joshua, the one 
to lead the people into the New 
Kingdom— Jesus— is off by 
himself grieving. And he’s 
interrupted. But, maybe this is 
exactly the interruption he needed. 

Maybe this was not as much an 
interruption as an answer to 
prayer. Often our answers to 
prayer are so subtle, so ordinary— 
we mistake these ordinary graces
— and miss the opportunity to see 
God’s presence in our lives. 

Jesus has compassion for the 
crowd. Perhaps the crowds are 
grieving too, and seeing that he is 
not alone in his grief Jesus may 
have even felt a sense of gratitude 
to these people who have found 
him. Either way, he recognized 
their need in the moment. 

II. The Crowd Hungered for more 
than bread

They didn’t come for the bread. 
Yet, this is a story about hunger. 
The crowds are hungry for more 
than bread. John was their hope. 
And hope was dead. Now, they 
turned in their hunger to Jesus. 
They searched him out. And 
seeing them coming Jesus knew 
what he had to do. He had 
departed to be alone, but he knew 
he was needed. He couldn’t send 
them away. 

I heard an interview recently with 
the author Shauna Niequist. 
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Shauna has written a lot about 
spirituality and food. She said, “I 
always find that people are 
genuinely shocked to be fed food 
that someone made sitting at a 
table with other human people… 
Once you're out of your parent’s 
house, people don't do that very 
often.” She has people in her life 
she cares for by making sure they 
get a good meal, not just from a 
nutritional standpoint but from a 
soul standpoint. It’s so important to 
sit across the table from someone 
and ask them questions about their 
life. Show them you care by 
listening. There’s a lot of ways to 
feed someone.
 
Shauna said, “I just think people 
are starving in our culture in so 
many ways, but they're starving to 
find a place to be nourished and 
nurtured. And the table is a really 
good place for that.”1

There’s something holy about 
sharing a meal. After all, it is how 
Jesus told us to remember him. 
There must have been a message 
in the loaves and fishes. Rome 
considered itself to be the world’s 
bread basket. A coin minted under 
Emperor Nero actually had the 
emperor’s face on one side and on 
the other side Ceres, the goddess 
of grain. The message is clear— 

the emperor is the agent of the 
gods for providing food. 

There’s a message here from 
Jesus too.— all the people were 
fed. And they weren’t fed on the 
basis of class or race or creed. 
They were fed because they were 
hungry. They weren’t given a tab 
or an installment plan for paying 
for the bread. They’re given bread 
because they were hungry. When 
Jesus goes out into the deserted 
place he is seeking a place that is 
different from Rome and the rest of 
the world. And those that went out 
there after him were desperate for 
something different too. They 
could see the lie behind Rome’s 
promise. And while it looks like 
Rome has enough bread to feed 
the world, that doesn’t mean much 
if the baskets are never passed 
from the places of power to the 
people in need. Remember, before 
this is a miracle of the 5,000 it’s a 
miracle of the 12. It’s the 12 who 
share the bread and fish after 
Jesus blesses it and breaks it. But, 
is there enough out there in the 
wilderness? 
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III. there is a need but we are not 
sure that we are enough to meet 
the need. God is enough. 

Years ago, all the nations of the 
world agreed on what are called 
the Millennium Development Goals 
- these are specific targets to 
reduce hunger, poverty, and 
disease. And we've actually made 
some headway. The number of 
people living in extreme poverty 
has been reduced from 1.9 billion 
in 1990 to 836 million in 2015. The 
goal of cutting extreme poverty in 
half was just barely missed. But, 
this is still a huge success. David 
Beckmann, an ordained minister 
and economist, is the president of 
Bread for the World— a collective 
Christian voice urging our nation's 
decision-makers to end hunger in 
our own country and around the 
world. He says, “I have come to 
see this as a great exodus in our 
time. It's like the biblical exodus, 
but on an even larger scale, a 
much larger scale. This is God 
moving in our time. When a mother 
in Bangladesh can't feed her 
children, she prays to God for help, 
you can be sure of that. And if her 
family is able to work their way out 
of poverty, so that ten years later 
her children are well-fed, she'll say 
thank you to God. Those of us who 
can see that people all over the 

world are escaping from hunger 
should say a very big thank you to 
God.”  Beckmann says, “The most 2

important thing to know about 
hunger is that it is not hopeless.” 
Even though it seems the hour is 
too late, we can do something. Not 
only can we do something about 
poverty and hunger, the 
interruption and inconvenience of 
having to do something is exactly 
what we need to find the healing 
(to find the purpose) God wants for 
us. We are fed by feeding.

Consider the disciples that day 
with Jesus: While it is true that 
what they had was meager, they 
described it as nothing. For those 
who think they have nothing the 
possibilities are going to be limited.  
If we think we have nothing, when 
in fact we have a few loaves and 
fish, then Jesus has nothing with 
which to feed the hungry. Our pity 
parties beg for interruption. 
Because often we are fed by 
feeding others. We worry there 
won’t be enough. But, our hunger 
is satisfied by meeting the 
challenge of interruption and 
inconvenience. I wonder if that’s 
what he meant— when he told us 
to take up our cross and follow.
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