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Say Grace (and Knock Two Times) 
 
The feeding of the multitude, or the feeding of the 5,000 is what this 
scripture is traditionally referred to as. And as it’s one of only a small 
handful of stories about Jesus that’s reported in all four gospels, it’s 
clear that from the beginning of Christianity this has been one of the 
very key stories from the life of Jesus. One of the “greatest hits,” as it 
were. 
 
The story picks up right after an account of Jesus healing a large group 
of people on the Sabbath day. While the religious officials weren’t too 
pleased with this—apparently healing was considered too much work to 
do on the day of rest— the people in general were enthralled by it, and 
they started to follow after Jesus in larger and larger numbers, just to 
get a glimpse of what this healer-teacher-prophet was all about.  
 
And so we heard about Jesus crossing the Sea of Galilee and sitting 
down on a hillside. It’s late afternoon, the sky starting to soften towards 
sunset. Jesus looks out and sees the huge crowd gathered there. Jesus 
sees deep into their hearts and he knows, it seems, that they’re hungry 
in many senses. Hungry for the good news of God’s unconditional love 
that Jesus was preaching. Hungry to be healed and made whole, in 
mind body and spirit. Hungry, also though, just for a bite to eat at the 
end of a long day.  
 
Hungry, but without enough food it seems to go around, and without 
enough money to buy enough food. Hungry for more, but without 
enough... 
 
But then somewhere off to the side—somewhere off in the margins,  
there’s this little boy. A child, a wee one. And well, he’s got just a little bit 
to eat, a wee bite. Five loaves, and two fishes to be precise. A fine 
amount for a little boy to hold, but seemingly useless to feed such a 
large crowd. Just a drop in the bucket.  
 



Jesus, however, doesn’t seem to share the worry or the concern. He 
steps up to the microphone, as it were. “Please be seated,” he tells the 
hillside congregation. “Find a comfortable spot for the fine two-course 
meal that’s about to be served.”  
 
The anxious, eager crowd shuffles and settles into place, wondering 
what’s going to happen next. With the attention still rapt on him, Jesus 
performs a few simple gestures. Jesus takes the bread. He gives thanks 
to God. And he passes the bread around to everyone, hand to hand. 
This simple “ritual,” as our scripture calls it, is repeated with the fish. 
Jesus takes the fish. He gives thanks to God. And he passes the fish 
around to everyone.  
 
You know what happens next, you know why this story would echo 
down throughout the generations. “All ate until their hearts were 
content,” and there were plenty of leftovers to boot. Basically it was the 
picture perfect Thanksgiving meal, the Thanksgiving dinner of our 
dreams.  
 

*** 
 
I pause here to invite you to consider for yourself—How do you think 
Jesus did it? How did he transform a situation of “not enough,” a 
situation of scarcity, to a situation of plenty, abundance, full hearts and 
full bellies?  
 
How did you do it, Jesus, inquiring Thanksgiving hosts and cooks 
everywhere would like to know?  
 

*** 
  
This week, amidst all the other, more attention grabbing news, I read 
about an interesting psychological study that shed some light on this 
scripture for me. Researchers at the University of Minnesota have found 
that performing a simple ritual before a meal can actually change how 
the meal is experienced, particularly, a simple ritual before eating can 
make the food actually taste better, and can make the whole experience 
more enjoyable. 
 
The first experiment involved chocolate. Half of the participants were 
asked to eat a piece of chocolate following a detailed set of instructions: 



“Without unwrapping the chocolate bar, break it in half. Unwrap half of 
the bar and eat it. Then, unwrap the other half and eat it.” 
 
The other group was instructed to just relax for a bit and then eat the 
chocolate bar whenever and in whatever fashion they wished. 
 
The results showed clearly that those who performed the “ritual” rated 
the chocolate more highly—they savored it more, and were willing to 
pay more for the chocolate than the other group.  
 
The second experiment involved carrots. That poor, unfortunate second 
group who didn’t get chocolate, but got humble carrots instead. Again 
the first half were given a little ritual to do, the instructions were, “knock 
twice on the table before grabbing the bag of carrots. Then knock twice 
more. Take a deep breath. Then eat a carrot.” Again, the results 
showed that this little knocking-breathing ritual enhanced the enjoyment 
of eating the carrot, it made the carrot taste better, it made the whole 
experience more than what it would have otherwise been.  
 

*** 
I think back to our question about how Jesus did it, how he transformed 
scarcity into abundance, how he changed a situation of not-enough to 
more-than-enough. I’m curious particularly about that little ritual that 
Jesus performed. When the people were seated, he took the bread. He 
gave thanks to God. And he passed the bread from hand to hand.  
 
At the center and heart of that little moment, of course, is that image of 
Jesus holding the bread and giving thanks to God for it, basically, Jesus 
saying a prayer, Jesus saying grace before the meal. I wonder if that 
simple little act, saying grace, expressing gratitude, can have a very real 
effect on the meal that follows. I wonder if a simple expression of 
gratitude can turn what we have, even if it seems small, meager, a wee 
bit…I wonder if a simple expression of gratitude has the power to 
transform what we have into enough, indeed, into more than enough.  
 
I wanted to highlight this little moment in scripture this week in light of 
imagining us at Thanksgiving tables later this week, where the task of 
saying grace, saying a prayer before the meal I think, can inspire as 
much if not more fear and trembling in the one praying than the cook 
wondering if there’s enough mashed potatoes and gravy to go around.  
 



I’ll be holding an after worship workshop on Thanksgiving and saying 
grace before the meal, but this is to say today that if this year you find 
yourself in the position of trying to give the best prayer you can, or if you 
find yourself in the position of listening to someone else try to give the 
best prayer that they can -- for grace can be in the listening as much as 
grace can be in the grace itself … that this year we intentionally bring 
the wisdom of this Jesus story to the table with us, that we bring that 
trust that there’s both a spiritual and a culinary power in offering a 
simple ritual, a simple prayer before a meal. Maybe it can even make a 
carrot taste as sweet as a chocolate bar.  
 
So this year, when you come to the table. Knock twice. Take a deep 
breath. Say a prayer of thanks, and watch as the grace of God turns 
what we have into enough, watch as the grace of God makes true what 
the poet (Wendell Berry, “Wild Geese”) said, that indeed “what we need 
is here.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 


