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Loaves and Fishes week 3 

Problems or Possibilities? 

(Who do we count and why) 

 

 This morning we are in week three of a four-week 

series on the story of the loaves and the fishes. The first 

week, we talked about how our spiritual journeys are like 

the bread that Jesus used that day to feed the crowds. 

First we are taken – called, chosen and beloved by God. 

Next, God blesses us, restores us and transform our 

brokenness.  Then, God calls and encourages each of us 

to give ourselves away to feed the world. 

 Last week we asked the question, “Who packed 

the lunch?” We remembered those people who invested 

in us as individuals and as a congregation by “packing 

our lunch” – literally and figuratively, and we wondered 

whose lunches God might be calling us to pack as we 

prepare to enter the next chapter of our life and ministry. 

 Today we are exploring the question, “Who do we 

count and why?”  Related to that, do we see people and 

situations as problems or possibilities? In the story of the 
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loaves and fishes, the disciples seem to struggled with 

both questions. (PAUSE) Let’s set the stage.  

 The story of the loaves and the fishes is the only 

story that appears in all four gospels, that should give us 

a clue to its importance. In Luke, whose version we heard 

a moment ago, the disciples have just returned from a 

mission trip, if you will. The chapter opens, “Then Jesus 

called the twelve together and gave them power and 

authority over all demons and to cure diseases, and he 

sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to 

heal.” But here’s the kicker. Jesus said to them, “Take 

nothing for the journey—no staff, no bag, no bread, no 

money, no extra shirt. 4Whatever house you enter, stay 

there until you leave that town.  If people do not welcome 

you, leave their town and shake the dust off your feet as a 

testimony against them.” This was definitely a trust God 

for everything you need mission trip, and the text tells us 

they went through the villages, bringing the good news 

and curing diseases everywhere.  (PAUSE) Can you 

imagine being a part of that kind of trip? I imagine in was 

exhilarating and exhausting. 
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 When the disciples returned, they told Jesus all 

they had done, and Jesus took them on a retreat – a time 

to rest and recharge and process all that had happened. 

But all to soon, the crowds discovered where they were 

and they followed them. Of course, Jesus had 

compassion on the crowds – he welcomed them, taught 

them about the kingdom, and healed them. 

 But then the hour grew late, and the crowd got 

hungry. The disciples came to Jesus and said, “Send the 

crowd away so that they may go into the surrounding 

countryside to lodge and get provisions; for we are in a 

deserted place.” (PAUSE) 

 It’s easy to judge the disciples for their response 

here, isn’t it, but let’s stop and think about that for a 

minute. Jesus had just commanded them to travel light – 

no suitcase, not even a clean tunic, no staff, no money 

(PAUSE) and no bread. If they followed this command, 

what resources would they have to even feed themselves, 

much less the huge crowd?i It would seem dangerous for 

the people to walk in the dark out in the wilderness, so 

this plea could easily be seen as a reasoned and 
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compassionate response on the part of the disciples. 

“Let’s let these folks go while it’s still light enough for 

them all to get somewhere safely.” (PAUSE)  

But Jesus is having none of it. “You give them 

something to eat,” he says. Paul Galbreath wonders, “Can 

the disciples practice what they’ve been preaching? Can 

they extend the hospitality they received on their recent 

trip? It’s ironic isn’t it?”ii 

Despite their own recent experience, the disciples 

are overwhelmed. “We have no more than five loaves and 

two fish – unless we are to go and buy food for all of 

these people.” They seem to see the situation as a 

problem, but Jesus, he sees possibility. And instead of 

responding to their protests and their mindset, Jesus just 

puts them to work. “Make them sit down in groups of  

about 50 each,” he says. Then Jesus took the bread, broke 

it, and gave it to the disciples to set before the people. 

Even though they couldn’t imagine what was about to 

happen, it appears that the disciples work together on this 

seemingly overwhelming task. The gospel of Mark tells 

us that those who had eaten numbered 5,000 men.   
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Ladies – and gentlemen – does this accounting 

bother any of you as much as it bothers me? That in some 

reports of this story only the men are counted? We know 

that there are women and children there, and they ate too, 

but in some reports, they don’t appear to count. We know 

that it was a patriarchal society where women were 

viewed as property more than they were viewed as equal 

partners and colleagues, just as women and slaves were 

not considered full equals in this country for many years. 

I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t sit very well 

with me. 

Unfortunately, if we’re honest, there are still far 

too many people we don’t see, or don’t care to see today. 

The Rev. Dr. Joanna Adams died just this week. Asked 

once what she thought about while standing in the pulpit, 

ready to preach, she replied, "Who's not here, and why?" 

You see, we are very good at counting the people who 

arrive: students enrolled, votes cast, patients treated, 

parishioners seated because presence produces records.  

But the missing leave fewer traces. 
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That is what makes Joanna's question so searching. 

It refuses to assume that absence explains itself. Perhaps 

someone chose not to come. But perhaps the invitation 

never reached them. Perhaps the door was harder to open 

than those inside realized. Perhaps they came once and 

came away feeling they did not belong. Or perhaps, over 

time, the institution quietly arranged itself around the 

people already in the room. (ouch) 

The important word is why, because it turns 

counting into inquiry. It asks us to look past the success 

of those who entered and consider the experience of 

those who did not. Now to be fair, not every empty chair 

represents a failure. But neither should an empty chair – 

or any person who might occupy it - be invisible simply 

because it produces no statistic. 

In 1991, when Joanna was called to Trinity 

Presbyterian in Atlanta, she was, by most accounts, the 

only woman leading a congregation of that size in the 

country. As an African American woman preacher, she 

knew something of what it is to walk into a room that had 

not been arranged with her in mind. She also declined to 
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leave the question in the pulpit. During her tenure there, 

she had a hand in starting more than a dozen 

organizations across Atlanta along with interfaith work in 

a city that needed it. And most of those organizations 

were built for people who were not in the room. 

That is one way to remember her: as someone who 

understood that our responsibilities do not always end 

with the people in front of us. Sometimes they begin with 

the empty chairs.  

Where many saw a problem, she saw a possibility. 

 We struggle to do that sometimes, don’t we. I 

heard an insurance broker tell this story recently. In one 

week, he got two phone calls. This was at the height of 

the Pokeman Go craze, where people would get clues on 

their phone and do a virtual scavenger hunt across cities. 

Often the stops in the game were public buildings. One 

church pastor called the agent, worried about the liability 

from all of these people showing up on the church 

property. “Should we chain off the parking lot,” the 

pastor asked – seeing only the problem. Not long after 

the local banker, also insured by this agent, called. He 
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saw possibility. “We noticed all of these people showing 

up who are playing Pokeman Go. So we set up a table in 

the parking lot with cookies and lemonade and we 

opened over 30 new accounts last week!” Problem or 

possibility? 

 A Methodist church in NM faced a similar 

problem. Located next to a large middle school with a 

well-traveled walk path in between, the church staff 

noticed that parents were having their kids walk to the 

church parking lot to be picked up in the afternoon. The 

traffic flow was better and it was more efficient for 

parents to get their kids from the church lot. 

Unfortunately, kids will be kids and soon there was 

minor vandalism and more than a few scuffles among the 

students. Church members began to complain and worry 

about the liability. The church had to decide whether or 

not they would really see these students, if they would 

count. They had to decide whether to see this situation as 

a problem or a possibility. There were a number of folks 

who immediately went into problem solving mode, 
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recommending – you guessed it – that the church block 

off the parking lot.  

But, fortunately, others saw the possibility. At the 

time, the church had no youth attending – and of course 

they wanted to reach younger people. And all of a 

sudden, they realized -- here they are, right out in our 

parking lot, we just have to connect with them. What if, 

they wondered, instead of block them out and running the 

kids off, they invited them in? 

And that’s just what they did. They opened the 

doors and turned on the wi-fi; they offered snacks and 

adult supervision. And they began to get to know their 

teenage neighbors. In a recent podcast, singer Amy Grant 

remarked, the first job of love is to see, never to fix, but 

to see. And that’s what this church did. They loved these 

kids by seeing them, by listening to them, by letting them 

know they counted. Parents began to remark about the 

difference they are seeing in their kids, and they are 

much less frantic trying to get to  pick up, because they 

know their kids  are safe, cared for and valued.  
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Now, over 4 years later, the program has gone 

from about 30 kids to over 200 every afternoon. And here 

is the amazing thing. The relationship has become 

reciprocal.  Each fall, the school holds food, blanket and 

sock drives to help stock the church’s food pantry and 

other outreach ministries. The school also has a program 

called “Empty Bowls.” Students make pottery bowls that 

all become part of an annual auction. The proceeds all go 

to the church or its outreach ministries. God is taking the 

snacks they church is offering the students and 

multiplying it in ways they never dreamed.  

Recently one of the church volunteers remarked. 

We have inter-generational connection now, and the 

biggest change that I have seen is that now the school and 

the students are a part of our culture and we are part of 

theirs. I think we are showing the community that God is 

love, and that God can wrap God’s arms of love around 

more than the people who are inside this building. 

Would it have been easier – less risky to block of 

the parking lot – to compassionately send the kids 

somewhere else for their after-school snacks? Absolutely. 
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But oh the miracles and blessings everyone would have 

met.   

So beloved, will we commit ourselves to seeing 

problems or possibilitie? Let us pray. 

  

 

 

  

i Allen McSween, Jr. “Exegetical Perspective, Luke 9” Feasting on the Gospels, p. 
257 
ii Paul Galbreath, “Homiletical Perspective, Luke 9” Feasting on the Gospels, p. 
257. 

                                                           


