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Loaves and Fishes 

 

And so with a basket of crusty bread, and with a couple fish fresh from the Sea of 
Gallilee, most likely sardines as they were the prominent fish from those waters, 
Jesus and his disciples once fed a multitude of thousands.  
 
Fish and bread, historians tell us, were the real staples, the very basics of the 
food culture of that region, perhaps a bit like if we here in Vermont tried to feed a 
multitude with a bushel of apples and a block cheese, and maybe if we added a 
maple creemee or two for desert. 
 
But there it was with a basket of crusty bread, and with a couple fresh sardines, 
that Jesus and his disciples once fed a multitude of thousands. 
 
This story, which interestingly is recorded in all four Gospels, is often referred to 
today as one of the major miracles that Jesus performed, which, as a way of 
categorizing this story, can I think sometimes hinder us from finding something 
new and something meaningful within it today.  
 
We find ourselves in an age that’s rather suspicious of miracles, or of the claim 
that anything could be miraculous, and so when we hear this familiar story of 
5,000 people being fed with only five loaves and two fish, we might find ourselves 
first asking the question as to how—how could this possibly be, how could the 
logistics of this meal work out—and since we have no good rational answer to 
these questions, we call this a miracle meaning that an answer as to the question 
of how it could happen eludes us.  
 
What if, I’ve found myself wondering this week, what if instead of approaching 
this story asking how, what if we approached it with a different question or from a 
different angle, what if we approached it asking “why?”  
 
Why was it that Jesus withdrew to a deserted place in a boat by himself, as he 
does at the beginning of this account, why if not on account of the heartbreaking 
news that immediately precedes this account in Matthew’s Gospel, the 
devastating news of Jesus’ friend and teacher John the Baptist being murdered 
by King Herod? 
 



Why was it then that the crowds—likely also shaken from the great prophet’s 
death—why was it that they followed Jesus away from the villages and towards 
that deserted place by the lake? 
 
Why was it then that when Jesus saw the crowds his first reaction wasn’t 
annoyance at being followed, or feeling overwhelmed by his own grief as much 
as by the grief of the multitudes, but why was it that his first reaction was 
compassion, that deepest and in many ways the most divine of feelings that we 
humans can have? 
 
And why was it that the disciples’ reaction was at first to worry about the size of 
the crowd and to suggest to Jesus that they might be better off sending them all 
home early? 
 
And why was it that Jesus, even though it was getting late, said that no one had 
to leave, that all are welcome here, and all can stay and linger for a bit? 
 
And why was it that the disciples worried that they wouldn’t have enough food? 
And maybe more inexplicably, why was it that Jesus didn’t seem to worry about 
the food situation at all?  
 
Why was it that he asked for what little food that they had, and why was it that he 
looked up to heaven, and why was it that he blessed the meal, and why was it 
that he broke the bread, and why was it that he gave it to the disciples, and why 
was it that he taught them and instructed them in turn to go and to do likewise, to 
give the bread away to others? 
 
And why was it that the hungry crowd, hungry for who knows what, hungry 
enough to leave the life they knew and gather around this poor preacher by the 
lake, hungry enough to linger late into the night without the promise or the hint of 
a full meal, why was it that this crowd was so hungry to begin with, and on 
account of there being so little to feed them with, why was it then that they left 
that night feeling full and feeling deeply, deeply satisfied? 
 
If we’re going to call this story a miracle, the miracle seems for me at least to 
shine through most clearly with this question as to why, rather than the question 
as to how. Why is it, for example, that compassion trumps fear? Why is that 
community, that being together rather than alone, can best support us in our grief 
and in our pain? Why is it that hungering and thirsting for righteousness trumps 
being satisfied and complacent? Why does an attitude of generosity and 
openhandedness and hospitality and an attitude of abundance trump the worry 
and the concern and maybe even the illusion of scarcity? And why does looking 
up to heaven, and giving thanks before a meal, transform us in fact into more 
grateful and more thankful people? 



 
And so for me at least in my reading of it this week, the key miracle that Matthew 
bears witness to in this story is the miracle that’s involved here when we make a 
major change or transformation in our basic attitude or worldview—here 
particularly, the miracle involves what happens when we move from a worldview 
of scarcity—saying, as the disciples do, “we have nothing here but five loaves 
and two fish”—moving to a worldview of abundance—saying, as Jesus might 
have said in this prayer, “thank you, God, for these five loaves and these two 
fish.” 
 
My feeling generally is that this choice or debate between scarcity and 
abundance is one of the key choices or debates that people are trying to figure 
out today all around the world. On the side of scarcity, we have many powerful 
institutions and experiences that suggest that we view the world through the lens 
of there not being enough. You open up just about any economics textbook, for 
example, and the first idea that you find will be the most basic premise of our 
modern capitalist economy, which suggests that human beings are creatures of 
unlimited want and desire who find themselves in a world with limited and finite 
resources and means.  
 
Also on the side of scarcity, we have certain global realities and experiences that 
we cannot help but pay attention to and consider. The United Nations estimate 
right now is that about one billion people on this planet are living under the 
poverty line, which is defined as living on less than $1.25 per day, and the 
estimate is that about the same number of people, about one billion people, will 
try to sleep tonight severely hungry and malnourished.  
 
And then of course we also have the environmental warnings about how many of 
the earth’s resources are finite and that once they are depleted or polluted they 
could be gone forever.  
 
I find myself wondering also though, about how well the scarcity argument holds 
up when it comes to the big issue of the world’s energy. On the one hand we can 
think about the oil industry, and about how oil is a finite and limited and an 
increasingly scarce resource, a situation which only seems to add to its economic 
value and in turn to our dependence on it. And then on the other hand there’s the 
sun, and how it seems to supply the earth with an endless abundance of free 
energy. An energy that makes the planet spin, an energy that makes the oceans 
swarm with fish, that makes the earth teem with plants and animals, to echo the 
language of abundance that we find when we open up the book of Genesis. The 
most recent energy report I read, for example, was that it would take a field of 
solar panels about the size of West Virginia to power the energy needs of the 
entire world.  
 



This is all to say this morning, that the “loaves and fishes” story is the type of 
story that can seem simple enough to us at first glance, but which, when we try to 
reckon with its argument for abundance trumping scarcity, we find ourselves 
wading into and facing some of the biggest and most pressing questions and 
challenges of our time. 
 
The disciples say, “we have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.” Jesus, on 
the other hand, looks up to heaven, and says, “thank you God for these five 
loaves and these two fish.”  And in the end, the gathered multitudes who arrived 
feeling empty and hungry return home feeling full and feeling deeply, deeply 
satisfied. 
 
Maybe they’ve seen the power of how trust in God’s abundance can transform 
worry into wonder. Maybe they’ve glimpsed the more beautiful world that the 
heart longs for, the world that Jesus prayed for when he broke bread on that 
beach long ago, and the world that we pray for each time we celebrate 
communion here, a world in which a sense of abundance abounds, and so a 
world in which sharing by all will mean scarcity for none. May it be so. Amen.   
	  


