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Miracles are dangerous. 
 
In my experience, whenever people claim a miracle has happened, there’s usually something that makes me 
uncomfortable. Don’t get me wrong, I love a miracle. Assigning miracle status to an event is something we ought 
to do very carefully, taking into consideration all the things going on around the central event. There are almost 
always lots of moving parts to miraculous events. Each part contains information that helps us understand the 
nature of God’s relationship with us. Miracles propel humanity forward toward God, with God. We become better 
people. Miracles are powerful and important, and often misunderstood. Sometimes events that are called 
miracles end up doing the reverse of propelling us forward. Miracles are dangerous. 
 
In the scripture lessons for today we encounter a miracle story that invites us to look closer to what’s actually 
happening. Perhaps one of the most famous and often-cited Biblical miracles comes to us in the Gospel with the 
feeding of the five thousand.  
 
All four Gospel evangelists include this pericope. We know that each of the Gospel writers brings us a different 
take on the story of Jesus. Each one emphasizes something different about the life and nature of the Son of 
God.There are only a few occasions when all four Gospel writers agree so completely on an event. This is one. 
That tells us that this massive, community-wide dinner has particular significance. But, even if you didn’t know 
the technical details about this story; even if this is your first time reading this, you can see how the reader is set 
up to be awed by the event described.  
 
The emotional setting is already heavy. Jesus and his friends have just learned of the violent and sadistic death 
of Jesus’ cousin John the baptizer. They’re trying to get some space for themselves in a deserted place. On their 
way they encounter some people. Jesus and his disciples always encounter people. This time however, five 
thousand people descend on them. Can you imagine what five thousand people in a field looks like? I can’t. It’s 
too many for me to imagine. The heightened emotional tension in the story is compounded with overwhelming 
numbers of needy people who don’t care that our main characters are trying to grieve. 
 
It’s on this backdrop that our miracle story unfolds. We readers are set up from the beginning to respond 
emotionally to what transpires. How often have you found yourself in such a situation: you’ve got a lot on your 
mind, maybe your heart is heavy, and while you’re doing everything you can to try to get some headspace the 
overwhelming needs of other people come barging in. One might think the first miracle in this miracle story is 
receiving the ability to function in such a situation. 
 
Clearly the disciples were feeling overwhelmed by all of this. What did they do? Why, they ran to Jesus for help. 
That’s good. We should always run to Jesus when we need backup. This is where things get interesting. This is 
when the miracles start happening. 
 
First of all, the disciples’ prayer to Jesus is misplaced. They ask Jesus to make all the people go away. You can’t 
tell me they were “empowering the people” to go fend for themselves. Nice try disciples, but you’re not that lucky. 
None of us are. We don’t get to simply banish things we don’t like. Jesus’ response to the disciples’ request turns 
out to be just the first in a series of miracles we collectively call “the feeding of the five thousand.” Jesus doesn’t 
dispense a handwave that disperses the crowd. No. He turns his attention on the disciples. They were the ones 
who called on Jesus after all, not all those people.  
 
The first thing we learn in this miracle story is what happens when you address God directly. God turns God’s 
gaze directly back to you. Be very careful when you call upon God, because God will respond. Are you ready for 
that? The disciples weren’t.  
 
The disciples said, “send the crowds away so that they may go into the villages and buy food for themselves.” 

Jesus said, “you give them something to eat.” The understanding of the human-divine relationship at this point 



is presented in full colour. If you ask something of God, God is supposed to come through. There are places in 

the scripture account that suggest that people can wear God down with asking until they get what they want. 

That’s the assumption that disciples are following with their rebuttal. “We have nothing here but five loaves and 

two fish.” In other words, no, that’s not possible for us. 

 

When we assign the term “miracle” to this story we tend to continue some of the assumptions the disciples were 
working with - God will fix things for us when we ask. That’s the danger in miracle thinking. We lay out the 
problem and wait for the magic to happen. It’s a passive approach. It lays the entire burden on God to resolve, 
and undermines all the gifts God has already given us to develop the kingdom of heaven on earth. Honestly, it 
hedges on blasphemy to suggest that God has given us all useless gifts incapable of effectively resolving difficult 
situations. The problem isn’t that there’s nothing we can do about it. The problem is the absence of will to try. 
 

The next thing we learn in this miracle story is how our relationship with God actually works. God is fully aware 

of the human condition - both its weaknesses and its strengths. We mere mortals are both subject to a great 

many burdens, and able to think creatively to overcome those same burdens. The problem isn’t a lack of 

possibility. It’s a lack of will. It’s a lack of faith that God might work with us to resolve our problems. Working 

faithfully with God helps us find the will to overcome difficulties - even the ones that appear overwhelming. 

 
In this moment the nature of God’s compassion is revealed. The disciples aren’t scolded for presenting their 
petition to Jesus. They aren’t upbraided for making assumptions. No. They’re invited to get closer to divinity. 
Jesus says, tell me what you CAN do, and I can help you make it work. Jesus took the resources the disciples 
did have, looked up to heaven, blessed them, and then presented what the disciples already had back to them. 
This is what happens when communities of disciples gather all their resources together and present them to 
God. This is what it looks like to bring God into the mix.  
 
God believes in us and what we’re capable of doing - sometimes more than we believe in ourselves. The gifts 
and abilities we’ve been given are strong on their own. When we gather them together, and ask God to bless 
them, we will not be overwhelmed. 
 
How many overwhelming things are happening all around us today? What makes us want to ask Jesus to just 
fix it, because it’s just not possible for us. Equity for Indigenous communities. Justice for racialized people. 
Stability for the marginalized. Health for the sick. Food for the hungry. Love for the lonely. Sitting closer than two 
metres apart with your fellow disciples! Is there a stronger word than overwhelming?  
 
Sometimes we read this Gospel story and look for all the ways it could have worked. The people probably had 
some food with them already, so that balanced the small portions of bread and fish that were distributed. The 
loaves and fish were probably bigger than we imagine - like some fish are really big - artisanal loaves. The loaves 
were still rising in the hot sun, and the people finished cooking them in their groupings. All of these explanations 
remove the functioning of the disciples and the revelation of the human-divine relationship from the story. More 
than that, it removes God from the mix. The miracle is still a passive action. 
 
The other reading of this pericope refers to it as the story of Jesus feeding the five thousand. Jesus didn’t feed 
the five thousand. The disciples did. Jesus took what the disciples had, and helped them make it work. This is 
the actual miracle. The miracle isn’t what happened with the overwhelming situation, it’s what happened inside 
the disciples. The miracle was the realization of what God already made them capable of doing to resolve the 
problems they encountered. Jesus helped them realize that they are not passive bystanders to the troubles of 
the world, but active participants in finding solutions.  
As fellow disciples, we too are capable of resolving the issues of our time. Gathering our resources, 
understanding our capabilities, and inviting God into the mix, allows us to take steps to fix what’s wrong. We may 
be surrounded by many overwhelming things, but together, we are capable of making a difference.  
 
Jesus didn't’ disappear while the disciples were distributing the blessings. Jesus was doing what divinity does 
when humanity recognizes its agency in creation. Jesus stepped back to watch us resolving our problems and 
building stronger communities in the process. 
 



Miracles are dangerous because it’s sometimes easier to hope that God will swoop in and fix everything for us. 
Miracles are dangerous because they ask us to get more involved that we think we can. Miracles are dangerous 
because they indicate God’s attention is turned toward us when we’re clearly indicating that the problem is out 
there. When we ask God “why do you let bad things happen,” God asks us the same question. 
 
Miracles also mean that our connection with God has become deeper and stronger. Look around at the next 
miraculous event and find Jesus still on the hillside keeping an eye on his disciples. Miracles may be dangerous, 
but they indicate our forward movement toward and with God. Miracles make us better people. And that’s good 
news.  
 
 


