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Texts: Isaiah 55:1-9, Matthew 14:13-21

Our text this morning is one that’s usually spoken at times of tragedy. “God’s ways are not our 
ways,” we hear after a tragedy of some kind. Whether it’s personal, like an unfavorable 
diagnosis of a loved one, or national, like a natural disaster, this passage is meant to offer 
comfort to those who need it. And so when we speak it to one another, it’s usually done with 
somber tone meant to stave off a crisis of faith. “How could a good, gracious God allow this to 
happen to us?”

“Well, God’s ways aren’t our ways.”

But when read alongside what comes before it, these words are undoubtedly not about how to 
cope with tragedy. They’re quite the opposite. They’re about how unbelievably good things will 
be. They shouldn’t be spoken in a somber tone, but shouted out in the streets! One of these 
days, we’ll have everything we need, and we won’t have to work for it! People will come to God! 
One day you won’t have to worry about what you’ll eat, how you’ll care for your body!

And when people say, “I just don’t think that’s possible.” Isaiah says, “Well good news! Your 
thoughts are not God’s! Your ways aren’t God’s!”

That’s not to say that everything is right, at the present. It couldn’t be more obvious that it’s not. 
Isaiah speaks these words to a people in exile, a people that see their world change right before 
them. Estranged from their home land, living under the rule of forces and people that don’t 
submit to God. They long to go back to the days of God’s good grace. It’s tempting; to look 
backwards at what we’ve lost when things have changed. And so this is both a rallying cry, but 
also a dream. One day God’s going to set things right. Things will get better. Have hope.

Maybe you relate this morning. Maybe you know that things in this world just aren’t right. You 
look at the poverty rate: 47 million people below the poverty line in America. Soaring inequality 
giving a small class of people all the money they could ever need or want while the masses 
struggle to pay their bills. You look at the crisis of healthcare. It could be more local. You walk 
out of this building and see the new developments and re-developments taking place downtown. 
$400,000 condos going in on the streets where people beg for money. Perhaps it’s personal. 
You look at your bank account and you’re not sure how that medical bill or student loan payment 
is going to be made. 

The state of our world this morning looks bleak. We grow ever more alienated from our jobs and 
from each other. Like the Israelites, we realize that we are subject to forces beyond our control. 
The factory moves overseas taking jobs with it. Our rulers vote to take away our healthcare 
leaving people like my friends to worry about how to care for their newborn with a heart 
condition. Just two months ago, we announced (on my first full-time day on staff here no less) 
that we would be tearing down two church buildings
 



——-

The preacher Will Campbell once told the story of a poor family of farmers from Oklahoma 
during the Great Depression.

The Oklahmoa family moved wearily along a country road in the springtime and stopped at a 
wealthy farmer’s house. They’d walked from Oklahoma through Louisiana and arrived at this 
man's house in Mississippi with no food, no money, and only the clothes they were wearing and 
the few things they could carry.

The Oklahoma family told the Mississippi farmer, "We know how to work the land, but we have 
no land to work. We lost all that we owned.”

“Well I'll let you use a share of my land,” the Mississippi farmer replied.
“We have no shelter," they said
“See that creek? If you follow it to the back side of the clearing you will find a small house you 
can live in.” he told them.
“We'll need furniture.”
“There are beds there. A table and chairs and a few other pieces. Use them as if they were your 
own.”
“We have no team. No tools to plow and cultivate the fields. No fertilizer. Not even seeds for 
planting.”
“All that'll be provided,” the Mississippi farmer told them. “I'll even buy you clothes and shoes 
and straw hats to shield you from the sun. And food enough to get you through the season.”

Throughout the summer their needs were met and when autumn came and it was time for the 
land to rest the harvest was bountiful. There was cotton to sell, corn for bread, dried fruits and 
beans for winter. They came again to the farmer's house. “We are moving on,” they said. 
“Before we go we have come to ask if we owe you anything.”

“You owe me everything,” the farmer said. “The land, seeds, food, teams and tools. I owned it 
all. You brought nothing with you and you lived well at my expense. Everything you have you 
now owe to me.”

The dispirited sharecroppers turned to walk away. “But wait,” the owner called. “You were 
strangers from a distant land and I took you in. I love you now. All of you. All that you have is 
yours to keep. I forgive the debt. You are free to go if you like. But you are also free to stay.”

———————

And so Israel waited. They waited and waited. They lived under Roman occupation for that day 
when the Messiah would come, the one that would show the world what God’s ways truly are. 
And then, one day, a man stands up in the synagogue and announces, “That day has arrived. 
The poor will be fed without having to pay for it. All prisoners are going to have their sentences 
commuted. God’s people are going free!” And the people began to think is this the one that 
we’ve waited for? What kind of community will he make us into?



At the beginning of our gospel passage we hear, “When Jesus heard this…” If you were 
following along in your own text, perhaps you noticed just above what Jesus had heard: that 
John the Baptist had been executed by the governing authorities. Not only was John the Baptist, 
Jesus’ cousin, but also the one that baptized him. Jesus and John had aligned their work 
together publicly, and in killing John, Herod sent a signal to Jesus that he might be next. So 
Jesus is mourning because he’s thinking perhaps his ministry isn’t going to be what he had 
envisioned. I’ve taken a lot of leadership courses in my day and they all pretty much agree: a 
dead leader is an ineffective leader.

On June 4th (my first day here full-time), we announced a motion from our Special Committee 
on Facilities and Missions that 

As Will Campbell tells it, the Oklahoma family prospered under the Mississippi Farmer. Each 
year their land yielded good harvest and each year it was theirs to keep. One winter they 
brought their own plot of land across the river. It was rich bottomland with teams of strong, 
young mules and many cattle. They hired illiterate workers to plant, cultivate, and harvest the 
fields, and tend the herds. They charged them exorbitant interest on the provisions they 
supplied, placed secret weights on the scales to deceive them and The Oklahoma family left 
their immigrant workers further in debt at year's end than they were at the beginning.

——————

So a question stands before us today: what kind of community will we become? 

What will we do with our hungry neighbors? Our members drowning in debt? What will we do 
while $400,000 condos get built and members of our city live on the streets? It’s easy to look at 
these common devastations of our economic and political system and think, “Whelp. That’s just 
the way it is. People should have made better choices and besides, there’s really only so much 
we can do.”

Will we be like the disciples? The disciples looked at the crowd and said, “They all ought to go 
out and buy food for themselves.” 

When we see someone in need, this is always the temptation. You know that you worked hard 
for what you have so if someone is poor, it must mean that they haven’t worked hard. It’s every 
person for themselves.

Another temptation is to blame people for what they buy. How dare someone buy twinkies and 
soda with money that we give them! But I’ve never met a poor person that’s a banana and kale 
away from exiting poverty. I have met plenty that need whatever little luxury they can get 
because the world has been so cruel to them. 

One final temptation is to look at what we have. There’s obviously a finite amount of “stuff” 
whether it’s dollars or buildings or food. When Jesus told the disciples, “this is your community, 
go feed them!” They respond “We just don’t have enough!”



Maybe that’s where you find yourself today. How could our city house all those people? How 
can we possibly provide healthcare for those that need it? There’s simply not enough food or 
money for everyone to have enough.

So there it is. People should work hard, get a job, but even then there’s really not enough. 

But I’d like to combat those temptations. Another world is possible, one that much more closely 
resembles the world that Isaiah proclaims and Jesus embodies.

A nationwide study by the group Headwater Economics discovered the following: 39% of all the 
personal income in Forsyth County comes from non-labor sources. That is, people got money 
without getting a paycheck for it from their job. Now I imagine most of you are immediately 
thinking of people that game the welfare system, that take out an unemployment check or use 
SNAP at the grocery store. 

But the numbers do not back you up. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. In Forsyth County, 19% of 
all non-labor income comes from rents, dividends, and stocks. Another 12% comes from age-
related transfers like social security and Medicare. Finally, poverty transfers make up 5% with 
most of that being Medicaid. 

The problem is not that we don’t have enough or that people won’t work for it. A solid 40% of all 
of our income is from non-labor sources. The question is what kind of community we will be? 
Will we be one that reflects the unceasing love of God or not?

What can we imagine our community being and doing for one another? What if we made the 
following commitment: each and every one of our youth is a beloved child of God and if they so 
desire ought to go to college. Believing that God provides, we commit to paying for every dollar 
of their tuition for as long as it takes.

I see a number of our youth parents giving me a very enthused, visual “Amen!”

What if we said that every person in our city deserves housing and that we will organize our 
lives around ensuring that we provide housing for every individual that needs it.

To be a part of a community is to give up the right to consider yourself a singular individual. Paul 
writes, “you are not your own.” We aren’t self-made, self-possessed creatures. We are formed 
by forces outside our control. This is good news. Because one of those forces is God. The God 
that offers free food to the hungry. And the good stuff too. God offers donut cakes and 
healthcare. Not because people worked for the day, but because they are there. 

The disciples eventually go it. Just a few years later we read about them telling the story of 
Jesus to strangers. They break bread with one another and when someone in the community 
has a need they sell what they need to to fulfill it. 

I wonder if while they did that, they told the story of that time they were all gathered up on a hill 
surrounded by thousands, people needing to be fed. “We wanted to send them away, but Jesus 
wouldn’t let us. That’s just not what Jesus does to hungry people.” And as the disciples break 
bread and care for those in need they believed they had seen the day. The day when people 
could eat without payment and find a community of God here and now.



Every year, the Oklahoma family saved a part of their earnings out of fear for the day when the 
Mississippi farmer would come and demand that they repay him their debts. When they were 
finally convinced that he would never do so they gave the money to the cheated immigrants, 
divided up the land and cattle with them, forgave them all of their debts and became their 
neighbors.


