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 One Psalmist testified that he had not seen the just (dikaios) forsaken (engkataleipō) nor 

his seed seeking (zēteō) bread (artos) (Ps 36:25 LXX).1 I have recited and invoked that testimony 

both as a memory verse and as a promise, despite the fact that it did not represent my reality. In 

my classroom, seeking to make the gospel relevant to contemporary concerns, I began to think 
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1 Of course, during my childhood we quoted the KJV, which reads, “I have not seen the righteous forsaken nor his 
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more critically about the Psalmist’s testimony and how its particularity had been universalized.  

We, our family, did beg for food. When my mother was ill and could no longer work because she 

could no longer walk, we had to subsist on a welfare check of $110 per month for a family of 

four children and one adult. Needless to say, that money lasted maybe a good week. Mom would 

purchase beans and grains that she would stretch to feed us for two to three weeks of the month. 

When the food was gone, we hunted for empty pop bottles to exchange for the deposit at the 

corner store so that we might buy food. Or we would comb a nearby field for dandelion or polk 

salad greens. But sometimes toward the end of the month, we became desperate, and we had to 

ask the lady we called “the babysitter” (she used to babysit for my younger sister when my 

mother worked) if she had any leftovers she could give us.  She would give us frozen leftovers 

that sometimes tide us over until the last of the month. Like the Syrophoenician woman (Mark 

7:24-30; Matt 15:21-28), my mother did not begrudge the scraps or crumbs when it came to 

saving her children’s lives. Even the scraps can function as a lifeline to sustain a person from one 

day to the next, from hope to hope. Historically, black people and families have been sustained 

and have succeeded by being “able to take advantage of the most minimal scraps of opportunity 

and convert them into outstanding achievement.”2 Our own poverty does not excuse us from 

sharing what we do have with others who also find themselves in dire situations.

 Many African Americans who achieved any socio-economic success or mobility, or who 

for whatever reason barely survived “did not make it alone;” they were “not alone in making it,” 
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2 Andrew Billingsley, Black Families in White America: The 20th Anniversary Edition of a Modern Classic by a 
Preeminent Afro-American Sociologist (New York: Touchstone, 1988), 100.
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as Andrew Billingsley demonstrates.3 My mother always insisted that people need one another to 

survive. She admonished me and my siblings to love one another because we would need each 

other.  My mother was an intelligent, gifted, just, and god-fearing and godly-living woman, who 

loved her children and her neighbors. Despite the early death of her mother, a serious childhood 

head injury, and her struggle with narcolepsy (sleeping sickness) in high school, she was 

valedictorian of her high school class. She finished two years of a nursing school before lack of 

money forced her to quit.  Therefore, my mother made little money as a salad girl in a 

respectable restaurant or as a nursing assistant in a hospital or nursing home. And when her leg 

muscles constricted leaving her confined to a wheelchair, we sank deeper into economic poverty.   

Yet despite her own poverty, we witnessed how she shared the pot of chili she cooked for her 

own children with some of the hungry neighborhood children.  She traveled to Tennessee and 

brought her sick grandfather, Daddy George, to Columbus, Ohio, so that she could care for him 

in our two bedroom apartment. And my mother told the elderly Trent sisters who lived a few 

doors from us that they could call her anytime of night when they needed her. My mother knew, 

and taught us by word and example, that people don’t make it alone. 

Many people, including significant numbers of children, go to bed and wake up hungry in 

this country and globally, despite that fact that many may have neighbors who choose not to 

share or to limit their sharing. According to Feeding America, in 2011, 50.1 million Americans 

lived in food-insecure households, 33.5 million adults and 16.7 million children.4 Most hungry 
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3 Billingsley, Black Families, 103.

4 Http://feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/hunger-facts/hunger-and-poverty-statistics.aspx. Retrieved March 8, 
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people are good and just, and yet could not testify like the Psalmist because they have had to beg 

or depend on others for sustenance.

 There is no shame in begging especially when we have done all we can to survive. What 

difference would it make in people’s lives if we all lived in a sharing mode grounded in a 

compassionate consciousness of the existence and impact of unjust systems and situations, of 

human error, of hardships that can befall any of us, and an understanding of our human 

connectedness? In her 1983 book In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, Alice Walker describes a 

womanist as 

committed to survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female …. Traditionally 
universalist, …Traditionally capable, as in: “Mama, I’m walking to Canada and I’m 
taking you and a bunch of other slaves with me.” Reply: “it wouldn’t be the first time.”5

 “The first time” signifies Harriet Tubman’s escape from slavery and her work to free other 

slaves. A womanist ethic asserts that we cannot free ourselves without freeing other people too. 

We cannot liberate ourselves and our children and leave other people and their children to 

themselves without the proverbial boots or bootstraps, if we can help it. Human beings need 

other human beings to survive. When Harriet Tubman, also known as “Moses,” the conductor of 

the underground railroad, “crossed the line” to freedom in 1849, a deep loneliness enshrouded 

her because “there was no one to welcome [her] to the land of freedom.” Consequently, she 

resolved to lead her family and other slaves to freedom.6 Within a space of ten years, Harriet 
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5 Alice Walker,  In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1983), xi. Walker first defined a womanist in her 1979 play (“Coming Apart,” in The Womanist Reader, ed. Layli 
Phillips [New York: Routledge, 2006 ], 7) where she asserts that “ ‘womanist’ is a feminist, only more common.”

6 Jessie Carney Smith, Epic Lives: One Hundred Black Women Who Made a Difference (Detroit: Visible Ink Press, 
1993), 529.  The underground railroad was a secret and illegal route through which abolitionists (black and white) 
helped slaves to escape from southern slave states to northern free states.
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made about nineteen trips from southern slave states to northern free states, liberating over 200 

slaves. “Moses” freed her siblings, her parents, and slaves with whom she shared no biological 

connection. Harriet was of small build and only five feet tall and suffered from seizures that 

rendered her unconscious as a result of a childhood head injury. 7 Yet Harriet did not count it 

robbery to use what she had—courage, audacity, ingenuity, leadership skills, memory and 

knowledge of nature (she was illiterate), and a long rifle—to relieve others of their suffering and 

oppression.8 She spent the money that she saved from working as a cook and domestic in 

Philadelphia to support herself and others on her trips down and up the Underground Railroad.9 

Harriet used her meager resources to free others. And the threat of losing her own hard-won 

freedom, did not keep her from risking the depletion of her own social, economic, and physical 

capital to help free other slaves. Womanist biblical scholar Renita Weems argues that women 

should pool their resources, gifts, and energies, “so that each of us has the opportunity to 

grow.”10 As Harriet jeopardized her own freedom and spent her resources to free other slaves, 

other abolitionists pooled their resources to cover any deficits and to meet Harriet’s needs. The 

eighteenth century abolitionist William Still wrote of Tubman that “in point of courage, 

shrewdness, and disinterested exertions to rescue her fellow-man, she was without equal.”11
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7 Smith, Epic Lives, 529-530. Harriet was injured at age thirteen while trying to protect a fellow slave from a 
whipping by the overseer for leaving work early to go to the general store (532). See also Dorothy Sterling, ed., We 
Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century (New York/London: Norton, 1997), 69.

8 Harriet Tubman probably got her courage from her mother. Her mother, Harriett Ross, modeled remarkable 
audacity when she refused to let her master take her youngest son whom her master had sold to a Georgia trader. 
When Mrs. Ross’s master attempted to retrieve the boy by deceit, she vowed to split open the head of the first man 
to enter her house to take him. She hid her son until the trader left. See Sterling, We Are Your Sisters, 59.

9 Smith, Epic Lives, 531, 533.

10 Renita Weems,  Just a Sister Away (New York: Warner Books, 2005), 50.

11 Smith, Epic Lives, 534-535.
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Interpretation of the Feeding of the Five Thousand (Matt 14:13-21)

I propose to read the Matthean story of the feeding of the five thousand, besides (chōris) 

women and children (a detail mentioned only in Matthew 14:21)12 through the lens of this 

womanist legacy of sharing what we have to help others survive and thrive, despite our limited 

resources. Reading through this womanist lens allows us to focus on our theo-ethical 

responsibility to share what we have to help others, particularly when to do so would seem 

unreasonable in the context of our own sense of insufficient resources. I argue that the Matthean 

feeding story demonstrates a transformative moment wherein the disciples transition from a 

sense of deficiency to a place of agency in relationship to Jesus and to the hungry multitude.

Other than the resurrection narratives, the feeding of the great crowd (polus ochlos) is the 

only miracle recorded in all four Gospels (Matt 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17; John 

6:1-14).13 Only Matthew directly links the news of John the Baptist’s death and with Jesus’ 

decision to withdraw to a deserted place (14:11-13) where he feeds the large crowd.14 Thus, as 

Amy-Jill Levine states, “the meal of horror yields to the foreshadowing of the messianic 

banquet.”15 Herod commanded (keleuō) that John the Baptist should be beheaded out of regard 

for his guests or those that had gathered to recline (tous sunanakeimenous) at the table (v. 9). But 
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12 Mark only states that 5,000 men (andres) were present (Mark 6:42).

13 Matthew and Mark include a second story of the feeding of a multitude (Matt 15:32-39; Mark 8:1-9).

14 Matthew follows the order of Mark’s Gospel (as does Luke with a short, less detailed version, 9:7-10) by placing 
the narrative about Herod’s beheading of John the Baptist prior to the feeding, but Mark does not make a direct link 
between news about it and Jesus’ retreat to a desert place (Mark 6:14-30).

15 Amy-Jill Levine, “Gospel of Matthew,” in Women’s Bible Commentary: Twentieth-Anniversary Edition, Revised 
and Updated, ed. Carol A. Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2012), 473.
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Jesus commanded (keleuō) that the crowds whom Herod feared become his dinner guests by 

reclining (anaklinō) on the grass (v.19). J. R. C. Cousland characterizes Matthew’s crowds as 

part of the Jewish masses who are the victims of “bad leadership” and as awaiting “divine 

intervention.”16 

The crowds, being unaware that Jesus is grieving, follow him so that he might heal them 

and/or their ailing relatives or neighbors. Although all Gospel accounts introduce the story by 

informing the readers that a large crowd (polus ochlos) followed Jesus (Matt 14:14; Mark 6:34; 

Luke 9:11a; John 6:5a), only Matthew inserted the Greek noun ochlos (crowd) three times in the 

story (14:15b, 19a, c).17 Luke added ochlos twice (9:12, 16), and Mark prefers the pronoun 

instead of the noun.18 Thus, Matthew seems to humanize the crowds more throughout the 

narrative by not reducing them to a pronoun as does Mark. Despite his own grief, Jesus had 

compassion on the crowds and took the time to heal them,19 as he has previously done (4:25).  

The crowds to whom Jesus preached and upon whom he had compassion consisted of the 

physically ill, economically poor, and “the harassed and helpless” (6:31-33; 9:36; 11:5; 26:11).20 
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16 J. R. C. Cousland, The Crowds in the Gospel of Matthew, NovTSup 102 (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2002), 98, 122. 
Cousland also argues that Matthew has irrevocably severed ties with the Jewish leadership, but maintains a 
connection with the masses (304).

17 Cousland (The Crowds in the Gospel of Matthew, 39, 45) notes the ochlos is virtually the only Greek word 
Matthew employees to designate the crowds, to which he attributes a “distinctive and unified persona.” 

18 John refers to the crowds as people (anthrōpoi) (6:5, 10) rather than as ochlos (crowd) in the story of the feeding.

19 Matthew follows Luke stating that Jesus had compassion on the crowds, but Mark states that Jesus welcomed 
(apodechomai) them (6:34). Joseph Fitzmyer (The Gospel According to Luke I-IX [New York: Doubleday, 1981], 
764) argues that Luke “suppressed” the compassion motive initially expressed by Mark’s Jesus toward the crowd. 

20 Leslie J. Hoppe (There Shall be No Poor Among You. Poverty in the Bible [Nashville: Abingdon, 2004], 149) 
rejects the assertion that Matthew spiritualizes the word poor. The word poor signifies one group that existed on the 
margins of first-century Palestinian Jewish society. “Matthew’s eschatological vision sees that the circumstances of 
the poor and others on the margins will be reversed soon because Jesus is inaugurating the reign of God on earth.”
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Because of the large crowd and their needs, Jesus stretched the healing service into the evening. 

Consequently, Jesus’ disciples suggest that Jesus send the crowds into the nearby villages to buy 

food for themselves.  The Greek verb apoluō translated as send away can denote a releasing of 

the people and thus ending their access to Jesus (14:15; cf. 15:32, 39).21 This Greek verb apoluō 

is used again at v.22 when Jesus dismisses the crowd after the feeding and in preparation for his 

retreat up the mountain to pray. However, when Jesus rejects the disciples’ suggestion that he 

dismiss the crowd, stating that they do not need to go away, the Greek verb employed is 

aperchomai. Jesus had not finished demonstrating compassion for the crowd, but when he has 

finished with them after the feeding, he releases (apoluō) them.

  The past and present intertwine; the present is impacted by and borrows from the past. 

The Gospel feeding of the multitude scenes recall the Old Testament wilderness feeding 

narratives where God provides manna from heaven and quail meat. But the situation in Matthew 

is different in that the crowd is not a group of renegade slaves without homes or a homeland. The 

Matthean crowds have traveled without pursuit into the wilderness to be healed by a man named 

Jesus with a reputation for working miracles. The historical situation is different, but the human 

predicament, desperation, and remedy are similar. In this first century CE wilderness setting, the 

food that Jesus will use to feed the crowds is in their midst—five loaves and two fish. Jesus 

confronts his disciples, forcing them to articulate clearly their own sense of lack in relation to the 

Journal of Bible and Human Transformation  Volume 3, Issue 1 (September 2013)
©Sopher Press (contact JBHT@sopherpress.com)  Page 8 of 22
 

21 At 15:32, Matthew’s Jesus expresses a desire not to send the crowd (4,000 plus women and children) away  
(apoleuō) hungry after they have been with him for three days. Jesus appears to make that statement at a point when 
he is ready to dismiss the crowd.  In Mathew’s story of the Canaanite Woman who asks the “son of David” to have 
mercy on her and to deliver her daughter from a demon, the disciples urge Jesus to dismiss (apoleuō) the woman, 
15:21-23 (cf. Mark 7:24-30, where the disciples are not present).
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needs of the crowd.22 The disciples respond negatively to Jesus’ command to provide food for 

the crowd, and their response is based on the reality of their own limited provisions: they have 

nothing except (ouk echomen ōde ei mē) five loaves and two fish (14:17). In other words, what 

they do have they believe to be insufficient to deal with the situation.  

The feeding of a hundred people by Elisha in 2 Kings 4:42-44 also provides a literary 

foundation for the feeding stories in the Gospels.23 During a famine, Elisha commands a man 

carrying twenty barley loaves and ears of corn from his first fruits to feed a hundred people. Like 

the disciples in Matthew’s story, the man questions his ability to feed a hundred people with the 

food he totes.  Elisha repeats his instructions to feed the people, and he adds that there will even 

be some left over.  Finally, the man obeys Elisha’s command and the result is as Elisha 

prophesied (“according to the word of the Lord,” 4:44, NRSV). In both the Matthean and the 

Elisha feeding stories, the miracle produces left overs. In the Matthean story, the number of 

baskets leftover coincides with the number of disciples and not with the amount of bread they 

started with as in Matthew’s second feeding story (14:32-38; Mark 8:1-9). In the latter, the 

disciples had seven loaves and end up with seven baskets full.  By connecting the twelve baskets 

of leftover fragments with the number of the disciples in the first feeding miracle, Matthew 

implicitly situates responsibility for future distribution of food to the hungry with Jesus’ 

disciples.
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22 In John’s Gospel the narrator informs the reader that Jesus is testing Philip (6:5-6).

23 Roger David Aus (Feeding the Five Thousand: Studies in the Judaic Background of Mark 6:30-44 par. And John 
6:1-5 [Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, 2010], 26-40) demonstrates that the feeding of the five 
thousand Gospel stories are based largely on postbiblical Jewish traditions about Elisha’s feeding of one hundred 
men in 2 Kgs 4:42-44. Those traditions show that although Elisha was historically, according to Jewish tradition, the 
greatest miracle worker, greater miracle workers, like Jesus, have arrived.
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Incarnating Heaven on Earth 

Both the miracle of the feeding of the great crowd in our text and manna in the 

Wilderness of Sin connect the earthly miracle with heaven. In the desert, Jesus looked to heaven 

before (or as) he blessed and broke the bread. 24 In the Wilderness of Sin, Yahweh promised to 

rain down bread from heaven for the congregation of Israel. In Matthew, both John the Baptist 

and Jesus announce (and commission his disciples to proclaim) that the “kingdom of the heavens 

(ouranoi)25 has come near” (3:2; see also 10:7). The Kingdom of heaven has drawn near in the 

person and ministry of Jesus; he embodies the Kingdom and encourages his disciples to do the 

same. Matthew’s Jesus is God with us (1:23). The food that fed the multitude was multiplied in 

the human hands of the earthly Jesus in whom the kingdom of heaven is brought near. “The 

source of the feeding is God, but the resources are human.”26 As Cheryl Sanders states, “God 

feeds the poor in our kitchens”; we must make “God’s kingdom come alive on earth.”27  The 
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24 Daniel J. Harrington, S.J. argues (The Gospel of Matthew, ed. Daniel J. Harrington, S.J. [Collegeville, Minnesota: 
Liturgical, 1991], 221) that the wording of our text—“looked up to heaven and blessed, and broke and gave to his 
disciples the loaves, 14:19—“prepares the reader for Matt 26:26” where Jesus took, blessed, broke and gave the 
bread to his disciples.

25 The author of Matthew’s Gospel employs the plural heavens in the phrase “the kingdom of the heavens 
(ouranoi)” (5:3, 10, 19, 20; 7:21a; 8:11; 10:7; 13:11, 24, 31, 33, 44, 45, 47, 52; 16:19; 18:1, 3, 4, 11, 23; 19:12, 14, 
23; 20:1; 22:1; 25:1) He sometimes uses the singular heaven (ouranos) in the phrase the kingdom of heaven when 
referring to God or the Father in heaven (5:16, 45; ), to God’s throne in heaven (5:34), or the Father as Lord of both 
heaven and earth (11:25). Exceptions include the Lord’s prayer where the petitioners are to address Our Father, the 
one who is in the heavens (6:9; also 10:32, 33; 12:50; 18:19). It seems when the author wants to make a spatial 
distinction between the heaven where God’s throne sits and the earth, the singular is also used (6:10). Matthew 
prefers the phrase kingdom of heaven to kingdom of God, but he does use the latter on occasion (6:33; 12:28; 19:24), 
which is not present in all ancient authorities. It also seems that the author uses the plural in connection with the 
Father, Father in the heavens, when comparing the heavenly Father with earthly parents who gives good gifts to 
their children (7:10; cf. 7:21b). The image is of a heavenly Father who can inhabit both an other-worldly heaven that 
is beyond and remote from earth (11:23) and a heavenly space that is near or touches the earth allowing the God-
human encounter through which God impacts the lives of human beings. And what impacts humans in the Kingdom 
impacts God.  The Kingdom of the heavens suffers violence when prophets like John the Baptist are killed 
(11:11-13).

26 Boring, Gospel of Matthew, 326.

27 Cheryl J. Sanders, Ministry at the Margins: The Prophetic Mission of Women, Youth & the Poor (Downers Grove, 
Illinois: InterVarsity, 1997), 30.
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Kingdom of God is near; it is incarnate in us. A womanist theo-ethics recognizes that we are 

called to embody the God-with-us-ness of God exemplified in Jesus’ birth, life and ministry. 

Womanist theologian JoAnne Terrell argues that Jesus’ crucifix is a reminder that God is “at-one 

with us or of God’s “with-us-ness”.28

Jesus Engenders Holistic Transformation

In our text, Jesus engenders, what Yung Suk Kim calls holistic transformation.29 By 

commanding the disciples to feed the crowds from their own resources, Jesus forced the disciples 

to confront and to articulate their own sense of insufficiency or what Kim calls an I am no-one 

existence.30 In dialogue with Jesus, a tension develops between the presenting predicament or 

life experience (the hungry multitude and the small amount of food available) and Jesus’ 

command to feed them. The disciples recognize in this life moment that they are but dust and 

cannot adequately respond to the need. In his homily on Matthew’s feeding of the multitude 

story, John Chrysostom (c. 349—407) describes the disciples as being in an “imperfect” state.31 

In this state of conscious imperfection or an I am no-one existence, the disciples humble 

themselves and follow Jesus’ instructions to distribute the small amount of food that they have to 

the crowds. In the process of trusting and responding to Jesus’ commands, the disciples enter into 

what Kim calls the I am someone mode of existence, recognizing that in and with them is the 
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28 JoAnne Marie Terrell, Power in the Blood? The Cross in the African American Experience (Maryknoll: Orbis, 
1998), 125.

29 Yung Suk Kim, A Transformative Reading of the Bible: Explorations of Holistic Human Transformation (Eugene, 
Oregon: Cascade Books), 2013 forthcoming.

30 Ibid., 12-23. The corresponding mode of human existence is autonomy and the subject is the self.

31 Saint John Chrysostom, Homilies on the Gospel of Saint Matthew, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 10, ed. 
Philip Schaff (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 2004), 304.
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breath of life or as we shall see below, the Son of God.32 The disciples respond to God (through 

Jesus) by feeding the hungry crowd out of their own poverty. 

The experience of having twelve baskets of food leftover after the feeding miracle, one 

for each disciple, ushers them into the final phase of this particular transformative moment, 

which is called I am one-for-others. The leftovers symbolize and tangibly represent the future 

work of feeding that the disciples can or will undertake. The fragments signify that future 

miracles can occur even if all they have are small fragments and/or leftovers. Having fed this 

hungry multitude out of the paucity of their resources, the disciples know, experientially, that 

they can, with God’s help, exist for others, regardless of how little they possess; that God will 

replenish and multiply whatever they submit to God for the fulfillment of justice. Here, this life 

moment corresponds to a mode of existence called relationality; one enters into a transformative 

relationship with the neighbor.  In the I am one-for-others life moment one feels “committed to 

service, willing to become any-body for others,” because one is aware that one is a living, 

dynamic being,33 even as God is a living, powerful, dynamic God. Conversely, in the wilderness 

of Sin, the congregations of Israel who have no part in feeding one another but are solely 

dependent on God are instructed to expect no leftovers and not to take more than a day’s ration.

Holistic transformation is relational (impacts and involves neighbor, God and self). It is 

circular and recurs throughout a person’s lifetime as we enter into complex life experiences in 

the context of our faith in God. Yung Suk Kim asserts that according to the insights of political 
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33 Ibid., 18, 29.
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theology the three subjects of a holistic transformation—self, neighbor, and God—should enter 

into or participate in “‘inconvenient’ tense relations so that healthy transformation might take 

place.”34 Further, holistic relational transformation entails movement from I am no-one 

(autonomy and the old sinful self) to I am some-one (the new creation of Christ). And becoming I 

am some-one results in becoming I am one-for-others (relational and exhibiting neighbor love). 

These transformative and revelatory cycles are repeated throughout one’s life, and each moment 

of transformation from one moment or mode of existence to another occurs in “conversation with 

God and neighbors” including our so-called enemies. Transformation takes place as we move 

through ordinary life experiences, as we struggle with issues of theodicy, meaning, faith, and an 

imperfect existence in an imperfect world. Each mode stands in tension with the others and 

informs the other; transformation occurs as humans move through the three moments of life, 

from autonomy (I am no-one) to heteronomy (I am some-one) and to relationality (I am one-for-

others).35

This entire transformative event involving the taking/giving, blessing, and sharing of a 

small meal with a large multitude ushered the disciples into the very mystery of God and life. In 

the Matthean feeding story we witness what happens when human need intersects with divine 

mandate and what occurs when a human faith response to the divine mandate engenders human 

transformation. Through the feeding miracle, Jesus taught the disciples the art of “radical 

sharing.”36 Womanist scholar N. Lynne Westfield argues that sacrament broadly defined occurs 
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36 Samuel Kobia, “What’s in a Miracle? Feeding the Five Thousand,” Ecumenical Review 59 (2007): 534.
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when profound experience connects us with “the very mystery of life, thus putting us in touch 

with God.”37 We experience God through Jesus. For Christians, Jesus constitutes “the ultimate 

sacrament of God.”38 In sacramental events, lives that have touched, experienced, and 

encountered God are changed.39 Lives are transformed not just for themselves but for others. 

Matthew’s Jesus encourages the crowds to strive for the Kingdom of Heaven that is near or 

present and that fulfills justice in the present, rather than to worry or cause others to fret about 

food and clothing. Matthew’s Jesus models for his disciples how the nearness of the Kingdom is 

incarnate in human flesh and for the benefit of human flesh.  This is radical justice (6:31-33).

Besides (chōris) Women and Children

In an androcentric text created in a patriarchal context, to focus our imagination on 

justice for women and children constitutes a radical shift. Shifting our imagination may enable 

Matthew’s “story to be re-read and re-told differently and so shape a new and more inclusive 

praxis.”40 As noted above, of the four Gospels that record this story, only Matthew mentions the 

presence of women and children among the great crowd. This Matthean addendum may highlight 

the androcentric focus of the text and thus the marginalization of women and children.41 Yet, it 

simultaneously creates “fissures, however slight in the androcentric world created by the text.”42 
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The mention of the women and children might also constitute an attempt to evoke realism and/or 

to humanize the crowd.43 The inclusion of the women and children may show that Matthew’s 

Gospel is from and for the marginalized.44 Several images of women and children are invoked in 

Matthew beginning with Mary and her child Jesus fleeing from Herod and his decree to kill all 

children under two years (2:11-16, 20). The murder of the children in Bethlehem fulfilled 

Jeremiah’s prophecy about Rachel crying for her children (2:17). Jesus healed the Canaanite 

woman’s daughter, and praised the woman’s great faith (megalē sou hē pistis), which stands in 

contrast to the disciples’ little faith (oligopistos) (15:21-28; cf. 8:26; 14:31; 16:8; 17:17-20).45 

Noting the history of interpretation of this text, Ulrich Luz notes that Anselm of Laon (d. 1117) 

asserts that “the women are ‘pampered and given to vices.’”46 Matthew has no such negative 

view of the women and children, generally, or the ones whom Jesus fed. 

Whenever men and women are sick, hungry or impoverished, it follows that children are 

starving and sick. More than sixteen million children (under eighteen years) lived in poverty in 

the U.S. in 2011 or one in five children, which is higher than any other age group. Three other 

countries have higher poverty rates than the U.S., and they are Mexico, Chile, and Turkey. In the 

U.S., Black children are more likely to live in poverty than other racialized groups with 38.2 

percent living in poverty. And children living with a single mother experience poverty at higher 
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rates than children in two-parent households.47 Since women do not receive equal pay for equal 

work, as single mothers they would automatically have fewer resources with which to feed and 

clothe their children. And because minority women make less than their white counterparts, they 

will have even fewer resources to feed and clothe their children. Hunger should be a priority 

because all human life is precious. And the most vulnerable among us—our children, the elderly 

and the sick—will be more adversely impacted by hunger and poverty. The kingdom of heaven 

belongs to the children (19:14). Matthew’s Jesus does not, in the same rhetorical breath, reduce 

his pronouncement about the children to a spiritual metaphor signifying how adults must enter 

the Kingdom, as does Mark and Luke (cf. Mark 10:13-15; Luke 18;15-17). 

Bread and Water Miracles, Justice Fulfilled, and the Son of God

In the text that follows our Matthean pericope, Jesus again seeks alone time apart from 

the crowds to pray, and joins the disciples on the sea where their boat is being battered by a 

violent storm. At dawn, Jesus walks to the disciples on the sea. Because they fear Jesus is an 

apparition, Jesus identifies himself and admonishes them not to be afraid. As proof that it is 

Jesus, Peter asks to join Jesus on the stormy waters, but when faced with the strong winds, Peter 

begins to sink. Jesus saves Peter from his sense of deficiency or insufficiency (I am no-one) in 

the face of a daunting situation. Once Peter safely exits the life-threatening sea, he identifies 

Jesus as the Son of God (v. 33). In Mark, the feeding of the 5,000 is followed by the similar story 

of Jesus, but in that story Jesus alone walks on the water, identifies himself, and no title is 
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attributed to him (6:45-52). Also, Mark notes that the disciples did not understand about the 

feeding (6:52). John’s Jesus also walks on water after the feeding, but there is no declaration 

about Jesus’ identity nor any title attributed to him (6:16-21).48 In Luke, Peter identifies Jesus as 

the Messiah (christos) of God after Jesus interrogates the disciples about Jesus’ identity (9:19-20; 

cf. 16:16 where Matthew’s Peter declares Jesus to be the Messiah, the son of the living God). 

Thus, Matthew’s story alone is followed by another episode in which the disciples express their 

sense of deficiency when confronted with a daunting situation. And in that episode Jesus is 

declared to be the Son of God. In Luke the feeding miracle decisively leads to a conclusion that 

Jesus is the Christ of God,49 but in John we have an intervening miracle followed by a 

declaration of Jesus as the Son of God.50  Matthew draws a more direct literary link between the 

feeding miracle and Jesus’ identity as the Son of God,51 which is the primary title for the earthly 
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and the exalted Jesus in Matthew.52 What does this title mean in Matthew and how does it relate 

to our text?

The first time that Jesus is called the Son of God in Matthew is at 3:15-1753 where the 

fulfillment of justice (dikaiosunē) is connected with Jesus’ identity as the beloved Son of God at 

his baptism. The Father recognizes Jesus as the Son of God before he performs any miracles, as 

do the demoniacs (8:28-29), but the disciples do not make this connection until after Jesus feeds 

the multitude and walks on the water (14:33). In the wilderness (erēmos) temptation scene, the 

devil asks Jesus to prove that he is the Son of God by turning bread (artos) into stones (4:3).54 

Jesus refuses to do so because “humans do not live by bread alone but by every word that 

proceeds from the mouth of God” (cf. Deut 8:3). That scripture, recontextualized in Matthew, is 

part of the Torah. Torah is translated nomos (law) in the Greek New Testament. Jesus did not 

come to destroy the nomos and the prophets but to fulfill it (5:17). And the fulfillment of the 

nomos and the prophets is the golden rule that requires us to do to others as we would have them 

to do to us (7:12; 22:38-40). Thus, in Matthew when Jesus performs the bread (artos) and the 

feeding miracle in the desert (erēmos) out of compassion for the large crowd, he is fulfilling the 

nomos and the justice of God as God’s son. Matthew brings together the bread miracle, Jesus as 

the Son of God, and the fulfillment of the nomos or the golden rule in demonstrating God’s 
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compassionate justice in feeding the hungry crowd through Jesus. As the Son of God in Matthew, 

Jesus embodies or incarnates the compassion of God, the justice of God and the power of God to 

perform miracles within the framework of God’s compassion and justice.  Humans neither live 

by bread alone nor by God’s word alone. “The gospel is never offered as a substitute for the 

fundamental needs of human survival.”55  

Conclusion

I have attempted to read the Matthean story about the feeding of the five thousand 

including women and children through a womanist hermeneutical lens that has historically 

placed a high value on black women using what they have, regardless of how seemingly 

insignificant or how daunting the circumstances, to help others. By reading this feeding story 

through this womanist lens, we highlighted the significance of the disciples’ giving what they 

had and the holistic transformation that Jesus engendered in the process. Womanism values and 

seeks to engender the holistic transformation of black women, the community, and the world.  

We can make a difference, individuals and groups, sharing what we have through individual and 

collective effort for justice, for the elimination of hunger. Chrysostom asserts in his homily on 

Matthew that “we should be taught, that though we have but little, this too we ought to give up to 

them that are in need.”56 Jesus insisted that the disciples use the food they had at hand to feed the 

masses thereby demonstrating that God can transform and multiply what we have, no matter how 
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seemingly insufficient, to feed the hungry masses. As long as we insist on someone else doing 

what we can do for ourselves and for others, we forfeit the possibility of participating in such a 

transformational miracle or of being the miracle. Michael Joseph Brown asserts that it was not 

unusual for early Christians to combine their resources to feed enormous crowds as the sixth 

century Alexandrian Christians did under the leadership of Bishop John the Almsgiver; together 

they fed seven thousand people.57 The Acts of Apostles presents what some consider to be an 

ideal community58 in which the early believers shared all things in common so that none were 

indigent (endeēs) (4:34). Certain ideals are worth striving for, and ideals can be achieved. At 

least we claim that with God all things are possible (Matt 19:26; Mark 10:27; Luke 1:37; 18:27).  

 The disciples initially were unwilling to give up their food for the crowds. They assumed 

that everyone in the crowd would have the financial means, the cultural resources, the physical 

ability, and the psychological aptitude to purchase food, but Jesus did not. They did not think of 

sharing their food even with the most vulnerable individuals in the crowds or those in closest 

proximity to them. Women (married, single and widowed) and children were inevitably among 

the hungry crowd and likely accounted for a significant portion of it. Perhaps, the crowd had 

grown so that it became easier for the disciples to see them as a faceless, insignificant statistical 

mass. Perhaps they conceived of the needy crowds as a monolithic whole instead of a collective 
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of individual human beings. Since the disciples did not have enough to feed the entire crowd, 

they resolved (before Jesus confronted them) not to share their meal with anyone outside of their 

circle, but to send them to find their own food. I recall the story of Elijah and the widow of 

Zarephath who Elijah expected to give her last meal to God’s prophet (1 Kgs 17:8-16). Should 

not the disciples of God be expected to exercise a similar trust in God? When human beings fail 

to respond to hunger, to dismantle injustice, and use what we have for the sake of others, then 

even the righteous will be forsaken and its seed begging for bread. It was in “circumstances of 

poverty and powerlessness that Jesus and his followers found it essential to struggle to practice” 

liberality, cooperation, and sharing of resources.59

Sharing does involve the redistribution of resources in order to meet basic human needs; 

it is about demonstrating compassion for the poor and homeless, an embodied compassion. Laura 

Stivers asserts that “There is no perfect response to poverty and homelessness, but any adequate 

response must include both compassion and justice. It is vitally important that we disrupt the 

causes of poverty and homelessness and advocate for alternative visions and policies that 

promote flourishing lives for all. Neither disruption nor advocacy will help individuals or 

communities to flourish, however, if we do not have a deep level of compassion for all of our 

neighbors.”60 It must be the practice of both individuals and communities to demonstrate 

compassion and justice toward the poor and hungry.
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 Some people take pride in saying that they never had to beg or receive government 

assistance (even those for whom it is not true). Everyone does not have the luxury to live on 

pride, nor should they be bullied or shamed into going hungry because others choose to judge 

them as unworthy simply because they seek help or resort to begging. Many people never resort 

to begging but quietly go without and die like stray dogs on the street because we have shamed 

them into believing that their poverty is a sin. And if we can convince ourselves that everyone 

who is down and out is there because of their own sinfulness, we absolve ourselves of any 

responsibility to others. The channel or medium through which Jesus fed the masses was the 

tangible, visible, earthly, available, or accessible material substance, common to humans – bread. 

The imminent and the ultimate expectation that God has of us is for God’s people to be able to 

testify that when we saw the least of these hungry, we fed them; when we saw them thirsty, we 

gave them something to drink; and when we saw them naked, alone, estranged, or imprisoned, 

we responded according to their needs (Matt 25:31-45).
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