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SERMON for Pentecost 9 – August 2nd, 2020. 

Readings:  Genesis 32:22-31; Psalm 17:1-7, 15; Romans 9:1-5; Matthew 14:13-21. 

In 2014 I took the only Long Service Leave I have had in my long working life, and during 
that time I was blessed to spend a week at the Abbey on Iona, off the west coast of Scotland.  
While there I took part in a pilgrimage, and while we were wandering around the island, we 
sang a song: [sung by the choir] 

Behold, behold, I make all things new, 
beginning with you and starting from today. 
Behold, behold, I make all things new, 
my promise is true, for I am Christ the way. 1 

When I was considering our readings for today, that was one of the themes which jumped 
out at me – that God was and is making something new … over and over again. 

In our first reading, we hear a further instalment in the very human saga of Jacob.  

Last week we heard about Jacob being tricked by his future father-in-law into marrying the 
wrong daughter.  As we know, he eventually got the woman he loved, but over the years 
which followed, not unsurprisingly, the relationship between Laban and his daughters’ 
husband soured to the point that Jacob packs up his wives, servants and livestock and 
heads back to the place of his birth. 

As we take up the story again, Jacob is worried about coming across his brother Esau, and 
so he sends the women and children, the servants and livestock ahead, and spends the 
night alone, hoping that if Esau attacked him, everyone else would be safe. 

However, it isn’t Esau who attacks, but someone else.  Someone who Jacob perceives is 
an angel of God, or even God himself.  All through the night, they wrestle, until the stranger 
strikes Jacob, displacing his hip.  Yet still Jacob will not let him go until the man gives him a 
blessing. 

Amidst all Jacobs faults and failings, God was making something new – “You are no longer 
Jacob but Israel”.   

But ‘making things new’ isn’t always a comfortable, easy experience. 

In his commentary on Genesis, Derek Kidner writes: 

It was against God, not  Esau or Laban, that Jacob had been pitting his strength, as he now 
discovered; yet the initiative had been God’s, as it was this night, to chasten his pride and challenge 
his tenacity. ….  

It was defeat and victory in one. …. Jacob emerged broken, named and blessed.  His limping would 
be a lasting proof of the reality of the struggle: it had been no dream and there was sharp judgment 
in it.  The new name would attest his new standing: it was both a mark of grace, wiping out an old 
reproach and an accolade to live up to.  The blessing, this time, was untarnished, both in the taking 
and in the giving:  it was his own, uncontrived and unmediated. 2 

What struck me the most was in the struggle, Jacob is ‘broken, named and blessed’, 
something which is echoed in the gospel story today of the feeding of the multitude, and as 
we share Communion this morning.  An echo also of ‘making all things new’. 

Jacob was a new man.  He was forever marked by his encounter, but also incredibly blessed.  
This blessing was his own, not stolen from anyone else.  From him would come a nation, 
from his descendants would be born the one who would turn the world up-side-down, who 
would save and bless this broken world. 
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Before we go to the Gospel, lets have a very brief look at the Epistle.  After rejoicing in last 
week’s epistle, we are back to Paul at his most difficult.  Here he is bemoaning the fact that 
the people of God failed to take up God’s calling to be a blessing to the world.   

Having just proclaimed that there is nothing that could separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus, he goes on to talk about a great sorrow, an unceasing anguish in his heart, 
that the Israelites, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, had ultimately, after so 
many blessings, rejected the grand new thing God was doing in Jesus. 

This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of 
the promise are counted as descendants. [Romans 9:8] 

It is now those who accept what God is doing, “the children of promise”, who are now 
counted as descendants, God’s new thing.   

God’s greatest “new thing”, the great renewal of humankind, is of course, Jesus.  Through 
Jesus, we have the new template for humanity, our example of how to live our lives, our 
saviour, our brother, our friend, or in theological parlance, our intercessor before the 
heavenly throne. 

Let us look a little closer to today’s Gospel reading and see how God is making all things 
new. 

If you have been following the readings over the last few weeks, or at least know your way 
around Matthew’s Gospel, you will have noted that the parables and teaching of Jesus, point 
to the wasteful abundance of our God and now we have a story in Jesus’ life which illustrates 
this. 

Something had happened just before our passage begins, for it starts: 

“Now when Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in a boat to a deserted place by himself.” 
[Matthew 14: 13a] 

“When he heard this…”  What had Jesus just heard that sent him off to a deserted place?  
What was it that raised in him a desperate desire to get away and be by himself?   

Just prior to this, at the end of chapter 13, we read of Jesus’ spectacularly unsuccessful visit 
to his hometown of Nazareth, perhaps he was still a little tender about that, but now he had 
something which really upset him.  He had just heard that King Herod had murdered his 
cousin John in prison and yes, he wanted to be alone to absorb the news and understand 
the implications of that, and of course to mourn his death.   

Sadly for Jesus, he was unable to do that, because wherever he went, the crowds followed 
him - crowds demanding his attention, demanding his time, his healing, his teaching. 

Does Jesus resent this demand?  The Gospel doesn’t record it at this point, instead it records 
his compassion, his concern, his care for these people.  Something very deep moved in 
Jesus when he saw the crowd, trailing after him. 

This is a miracle in itself, the fact that Jesus is able to lay aside his own concerns and needs 
and tend to the needs of those who flock to him.  This is the first miracle, that of the 
abundance and generosity of Jesus’ self-giving. 

Years ago, I remember an e-friend calling this ‘the story of the two feasts’ – the first took 
place in Herod’s palace, now the second takes place in the open country, beside the lake.   

While Herod feeds the well-fed, Jesus provides food for the hungry.  Jesus does not do the work 
– or take the glory – himself. When the disciples note the hunger of the people, Jesus responds, 
"You feed them". They have seen the need, they have witnessed Jesus’ compassion. Now, they 
are to step up and participate in his ministry. But, they are amazed and concerned. They have no 
resources to provide for such a huge crowd. So, as usual, Jesus simply asks them what 
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resources they do have – and it doesn’t amount to much. Some bread and fish. But, this is what 
Jesus uses. He blesses it and breaks it (a foreshadow of the sacrament, surely) and then he 
gives it back to the disciples for them to distribute.  

Not only does Jesus find the compassion in himself to meet the needs of the people in spite of his 
own grief and anxiety. He changes the hearts of those who follow him so that they too, are willing 
to sacrifice and share in order to meet one anothers’ needs. Finally, in spite of what seemed like 
meagre resources, there is an abundance left over – twelve baskets, which could, perhaps 
represent the new twelve tribes of the new nation that Jesus was birthing. 

All of which leaves us in a rather uncomfortable place as we read this account. In the first place, it 
challenges our own heartlessness and our own failure to give of ourselves to others even when it 
hurts. It is a vision of compassion that we are called to embrace and seek to embody. But it is 
also a challenge to us to turn away from the Herodian quest for power and plenty, and to 
renounce any callous disregard for the suffering of others. Finally, it is a challenge to offer what 
meagre resources we may have – time, expertise, finances, friendship, creativity, compassion – 
for Jesus to break them (ouch!) and give them back to us for us to redistribute to those who need 
it. 3 

Herod’s feast lead to death – Jesus’ feast brings new life. 

God works miracles in many ways and in many people, in the greatest and the least.  What 
we are called to is to have “eyes to see and ears to hear” and I would say a voice to speak 
and a will to get on and do what needs to be done!  God is not just generous, but abundantly 
so, to the point of wastefulness, and we are called to share in that generosity, in our hearts, 
in our actions and with what we have. 

This morning, we have gathered, at the communion table I will break the bread, I will name 
you, as I give you the bread, and we too will be blessed before we leave this place to go into 
the world renewed …  

For we too, you and I, are called, like Jacob, to be broken, named and blessed - to participate 
in God’s making all things new, starting today.  Amen. 

Revd Sally Buckley 
2 August 2020 
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