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In the name of God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit. Amen.  

The best theological commentary on the feeding of 
the 5,000, and one of my all-time favorite stories, 
was told from a pulpit by Parker Palmer, a Quaker 
theologian and popular Christian author. In a sermon, 
he told a story that is now widely circulated and has 
been used by practically every preacher at least once. 
But in case you haven't heard it, here it is. 

The story takes place in that time long, long ago, fast 
receding in memory when there were minimal 
security lines at airports, and you could carry pretty 
much whatever you wanted in your briefcase or 
purse onto the airplane. Palmer was on a flight from 
O'Hare to Denver that pulled away from the gate, 
taxied and taxied and taxied for a long time. You 
know the feeling, especially if you're a Midwesterner 
and you've flown out of O'Hare a time or two. You 
look out the window and you're not in a runway line 
at all, but you're out in some remote corner of the 
airport looking at a chain link perimeter fence. And 
your heart sinks as the engines wind down. 

The pilot came on the intercom. "I have some bad 
news. There's a storm front in the west exactly where 
we're headed. Denver is locked down and shut. There 
are no alternatives. So, we'll be staying here for a few 
hours. That's the bad news. The really bad news is 
that we have no food on board." And remember, this 
is a story from that blessed time long, long ago when 
there was real food on airplanes and passengers 
actually looked forward to a nice tray of food with 
napkins and silverware. 

Everybody groaned. Some passengers became angry. 
But then Palmer said one of the flight attendants 
stood up in the aisle and took the microphone. 
"We're really sorry here, folks. We didn't plan it this 
way and we can't do anything about it. We know that 
for some of you, this is a big deal. You're hungry and 
were looking forward to a nice lunch. Some of you 
really need to eat, some of you may not care. So, I 
have an idea. We have a couple of empty bread 
baskets up here and we're going to pass them 
around. Everybody put something in the basket." 

"I know some of you have brought a little snack along 
just in case. Peanut butter crackers, candy bars. Some 
of you have Rolaids, lifesavers, chewing gum. And if 

you don't happen to have anything edible, you have a 
business card or a picture of your kids or a bookmark. 
The thing is, I hope everybody puts something in the 
basket. And then we'll reverse the process. We'll pick 
up the baskets at the back of the plane and pass 
them around again and everyone can take something 
out that he or she needs." 

"Well," Palmer said, "what happened next was 
amazing. First, the complaining and the griping 
stopped. People started to root around in pockets 
and backpacks and briefcases. Some stood up and 
retrieved luggage from the overhead racks and got 
out boxes of candy, a salami, Italian sausage, cheese, 
crackers, a bottle of wine." Again, it was in the time 
where you could do that. Now people were laughing 
and talking. The flight attendant had transformed this 
group of anxious people focused on their need, their 
deprivation, and scarcity into a gracious community, 
sharing and in the process, creating an abundance of 
sorts. 

The flight eventually took off and landed. And as he 
stepped off the plane, the preacher, Parker Palmer, 
found the flight attendant and said, "You know, 
there's a story in the Bible about what you did." And 
she said, "I know that story. That's why I did it." 

It was long ago in a land far away, but then again, so 
was the feeding of the 5,000 that Matthew tells us 
about. But the truth is, this story is happening all the 
time. Not because bread miraculously appears every 
afternoon, but because it's so easy to be convinced 
that there's not enough. A moment of crisis hits, 
scarcity fills the land. We start counting, we start 
worrying, we tighten our grip. And then sometimes, 
hopefully, we discover that there was more around 
us than what we first imagined. 

It happened in my own kitchen this week. I was 
standing there around 5:15 on a Tuesday afternoon 
with my kids looking rather grouchily into my pantry 
that truthfully, was absolutely full of food. And I 
grumbled those fateful words, "We have nothing to 
eat." Which to my children's ears usually means, 
"Yippee, we get to ring the pizza boy tonight." But 
then I remembered something that my mother used 
to say when she would look into her empty 
cupboards and her empty dinner table at 5:15 on 
Tuesday. Her famous phrase was, "Time to make 
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something out of nothing." And to my ears, that 
meant it was casserole night. 

Some rice, the onion that was hiding in the back of 
the freezer, frozen vegetables, meat that just needed 
thawing, a little chicken stock, and a 9X13 pan. Put it 
in the oven at 350 degrees for 45 minutes and you've 
got yourself a decent meal that goes a lot farther 
than pizza. Of course, it really wasn't nothing. It was 
something that had been there all along. It just took 
eyes to see it, hands that were willing to prepare it, 
and a little imagination. A stretch of the arm to the 
back of the pantry, an emptying of the hand into the 
basket. 

My mother called it making something out of 
nothing. Jesus might've called it noticing what God 
had already provided. There is so much that is given 
to us sitting right here, if only we are open enough to 
receive it. An always useful prayer I find is, "give us 
eyes to see, ears to hear, Lord". 

But I also want to tread carefully here because the 
miracle of feeding these 5,000 people isn't 
permission to pretend that hunger isn't real, that 
there aren't real needs in the world. There is real 
hunger in a world with extraordinary abundance. 
Across our globe and in our own country millions of 
children live in households that struggle to put 
enough food on the table. Millions of people know 
what it is to truly open up an empty cupboard. 

And the miracle of this gospel is not only that Jesus 
feeds the people, but it's not mistaken, it can't be 
mistaken for a cheap mindset shift, to just believe 
that you're not really hungry or to just think 
positively and food will show up. The people Jesus 
was talking with, these crowd gathered, they likely 
knew what it meant to live a life on a mostly empty 
stomach most of the time. And I think that this 
miracle truly knows that these people were hungry 
and that Jesus really does feed them, that Jesus really 
does meet their need. 

And part of the miracle is also that the disciples 
become active participants in it. When the disciples 
want to send everyone away, Jesus says to them, 
"They need not go away. You give them something to 
eat." Jesus could have fed the crowd without anyone 
else's help, but he doesn't. He invites the disciples to 
do some of the legwork. Jesus blesses the bread, but 

then Matthew tells us that the disciples gave it to the 
crowds. As Christians, as disciples of Christ, we are 
invited to do that same thing. We share God's 
abundance. And if we do that, there's enough for all. 

Every week, the people who make up our church take 
part in this miracle. Some of you stock pantry shelves 
at St. Mark's. Some of you cook meals that are stored 
in the freezer in the back there and later taken out 
into our community to feed hungry people. Some of 
you bring in backpacks. Some of you sort donations 
for the white elephant sale, which donates its profits 
to organizations that help and uplift folks in our 
community. Some of you write checks, some of you 
deliver groceries, flowers, communion. You may feel 
as though you're simply handing someone a sack of 
groceries, but in the gospel, that's exactly how 
miracles look. Someone places what they have into 
Christ's hands, Christ blesses it, a hungry person is 
fed. A miracle. 

And it's not over. Every time someone chooses 
generosity over fear, another piece of this miracle 
happens. Every time a child is fed, every time a 
pantry is stocked, every time someone who thought 
that they had been forgotten discovers they are 
remembered, those 12 baskets are still being carried 
throughout the world. 

We don't perform the miracle, Christ does. But Christ 
still asks us to carry the baskets, to get out there and 
to do our part of the miracle. We can be nourishment 
for our brothers and sisters in Christ. We can see with 
open eyes all that we have been given and count it all 
as a gift to keep giving. May we be the kind of people 
that instead of counting what we lack, notice the 
abundance Christ has already placed into our hands. 

Amen. 

 


