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Sermon, Proper 13A, August 2, 2020, Jane A. Beebe 

 
‘When it was evening, the disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted place, and the hour 

is now late; send the crowds away so that they may go into the villages and buy food for 

themselves.” Jesus said to them, “They need not go away; you give them something to eat.”’ 

(Matthew 14:15) 

 

 

Today’s passage from Matthew begins: “Jesus withdrew in a boat to a 

deserted place by himself.” (Matthew 14:13) However, the first part of the verse is 

not included: “Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there…” The thing 

that Jesus had just heard was the news of the violent death of John the Baptist 

through the machinations of Herod and his wife. It was John who recognized Jesus 

even in the womb, who baptized Jesus, and who never stopped pointing to Jesus as 

the one who was to come.  

While John is in prison, perhaps needing some affirmation that his life has 

not been wasted, he sends to Jesus, asking, “Are you really the one, or must we 

wait?” (Matthew 11:3) Jesus sends back an answer taken straight from the prophet 

Isaiah, summing up all the fruits of his ministry: the blind receive sight, the deaf 

hear, the lame walk, the poor have good news preached to them. (Isaiah 35:5-6, 

Isaiah 61:1-3) These are words that must have gladdened John’s heart. 

It is not surprising that Jesus would feel the need to be alone in order to 

grieve John’s death, and to renew his strength and spirit in prayer—going so far as 

to leave shore altogether. The Greek word for “deserted place,” erēmon, 
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is the same as that for “wilderness,” and is also the root of the word ‘eremitic,’ 

sometimes used to describe early Christian monks and nuns who lived in the 

desert. Jesus is driven into the wilderness after his baptism to be tempted. This 

time he seeks it out.  

Over the course of several chapters in Matthew we hear of Jesus’ constant 

preaching, teaching, and healing, sometimes within the small circle of disciples, 

sometimes in large crowds. These crowds now actively seek Jesus out, traveling by 

foot out of their towns in order to be near Jesus when he finally returns to shore. 

Jesus sees this crowd, he is moved with compassion for them, and he heals their 

sick. A simple and straightforward sentence. Hidden in today’s Gospel is a story of 

healing. The Gospels contain a number of stories of Jesus healing those who are 

sick or disabled in some way. Sometimes we hear snippets of conversation that 

may begin, “What do you want me to do for you?” Sometimes it is the 

conversation itself that seems to heal, or even draw the person into discipleship. 

Today we observe no details at all. Yet the next sentence begins, “When it was 

evening…”  

Jesus has spent the entire day in acts of healing. He has given his disciples 

authority to do the same; in my imagination they are working alongside him. 

(Matthew 10:1) By the end of the passage we learn that there are thousands of 

people gathered. The disciples are understandably weary. They say to Jesus, “This 
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is a deserted place, and the hour is now late; send the crowds away…” (Matthew 

14:15) This is a deserted place: a wilderness. What sustenance could be found 

here? Jesus is at home in the wilderness—or at least unafraid. In Matthew Jesus is 

attended by angels, in Mark by angels and wild beasts! I think it is important to 

today’s story that Jesus is so familiar with wilderness, that he knows its capacity to 

restore the soul. Perhaps Jesus has in mind this verse from Psalm 84:  

“Those who go through the desolate valley will find it a place of springs,  

for the early rains have covered it with pools of water.” (Psalm 84:5) 

 

Wilderness is deceptive. It may seem empty, even devoid of life. And yet 

God’s glory can flame out suddenly. I remember seeing the Canadian prairie for 

the first time on the train. At first I could see only grass and sky. Gradually I was 

able to discern wildflowers, tumbleweeds, and even, I think, some antelope. . In 

her book Dakota, Kathleen Norris reflects on the ways in which geography—

especially the desert of the Plains—can shape spirituality.  She talks about the 

necessity of relying on one’s own resources, and yet with an accompanying 

awareness that “…time is defined not by human agency but by the natural rhythms 

of day and night, and of the seasons.” Norris observes, “…The deprivations of 

Plains life… tend to turn small gifts into treasures, and gratitude is one of the first 

flowers to spring forth when hope is rewarded and the desert blooms.” (Norris, 

Dakota, p. 18) 
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Perhaps it is this knowledge: that new life may be found in a wilderness, that 

allows Jesus to say with calm confidence, “They need not go away…” (Matthew 

14:16) Maybe that is the need—even more than bread: to remain gathered in Jesus’ 

presence. Many lives have been restored this day. Some have returned home to 

themselves after wandering a long time. Jesus suggests to the disciples: “You give 

them something to eat.” (Matthew 14:16) The disciples answer, “We have nothing 

but these loaves and fish.” (Matthew 14:17) We are in the wilderness; there is 

nothing here. 

The inevitability of the miracle of the “feeding of the five thousand” begins 

in the wilderness, that seemingly desolate place. This is the place where Jesus has 

powerfully resisted the temptation to turn stones into bread, affirming that human 

beings do not live by bread alone, but by God’s word. The wilderness is not empty; 

it is not devoid of life. Angels are in attendance. What Jesus actually does is again 

simple. He asks that the loaves and fish be brought to him. He invites the crowd to 

sit on the grass. “Sit; be gathered; I am with you.” There is time; there is Sabbath 

time. “Taking the loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven…” (Matthew 

14:19)  What does Jesus see when he looks up to heaven? The reading from 

Genesis together with the Psalm suggest that the face of God is clear to him. This 

is the reality Jesus brings to a place the disciples are afraid is desolate. 
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Jesus blesses the food, breaks the bread, and then returns it to the disciples to 

distribute. There is enough in that moment for all: the five thousand and their entire 

families. There is provision for the future as well: twelve full baskets. It is hard to 

point to the exact moment when the little food the disciples have brought becomes 

enough for a crowd. Is it from Jesus’ human side when he grieves for a brother 

prophet, takes time to pray, or has compassion for the crowd? Is it the hospitality 

that entertains angels? Sit; rest; receive. Is it from his divine side when he invites 

the disciples to live into their calling to heal and to feed God’s lambs? Is it perhaps 

supported by the weary faith of the disciples who nevertheless follow Jesus by 

sharing what is given to them? Where does the miracle really begin? 

 

  

 

 


