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Ever had this happen to you? 

You’re invited to a dinner party. You really don’t have the option of declining the 

invitation. Maybe it’s being hosted by your boss or some other powerful figure in your world. 

Maybe you’ll be meeting your son’s or daughter’s future in-laws for the first time. Maybe it’s a 

big family reunion, including a relative or two you’d really rather not have to deal with. 

You’re dreading the dinner party. You would rather be just about anywhere else that 

night. You know it’s going to be awful. 

And, as it turns out, you are absolutely right. People talk loudly without really knowing 

what they’re talking about. People forcefully proclaim their political opinions in a way that make 

clear they are not open to hearing alternative points of view. People gossip. People eat with 

atrocious table manners. People never once ask you how you are doing or what you might want 

to talk about. 

By the time you get home, you are absolutely exhausted and you swear that you will 

never ever again, under any circumstances, agree to attend another dinner party for the rest of 

your life. 

But then, a month or so later, there’s another dinner party. And it’s another dinner party 

that you really don’t have the option of missing. You take in a deep breath and walk in the front 

door, knowing in your heart that you are going to be miserable. 
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This time, however, you are in for a very pleasant surprise. The people at this dinner 

party are genuinely friendly. They are interested in what you have to say and everybody treats 

everybody with respect and dignity. Maybe somebody who had once wronged you or hurt you in 

some way offers a sincere and heartfelt apology. 

Often, it has been my experience, dinner parties and banquets are places of sub-text and 

intrigue. It’s really not about the food. It’s about power dynamics. It’s about long-standing 

grudges. It’s about impressing people, maybe even intimidating people. 

Today’s Gospel reading takes us back to a dinner party of sorts hosted by none other than 

Jesus. Not a lot of planning went into this party. Five thousand men showed up, with an untold 

number of women and children, and there were only five loaves of bread and two fish for all 

those folks to split. This dinner party sure seemed at first like a huge disaster in the making. But 

when Jesus is your host, you can be very confident that things will turn out very well. 

What our Gospel reading misses, though, is that the 12 verses preceding the story of the 

Feeding Of The Five Thousand tell the story of another kind of dinner party, one that was 

probably very well planned but you can bet it left a bad taste in the mouth of many who attended. 

Matthew 14:1-12 is the gruesome story of the death of John The Baptist. King Herod, 

who had been plenty angry about John The Baptist denouncing Herod’s marriage to his brother’s 

wife, is having a big huge birthday celebration. When King Herod threw a birthday banquet for 

himself, everybody who was anybody would have been on the guest list. And, trust me, no 

expense would have been spared. There probably was enough food at that banquet to feed Jesus’ 

home town of Nazareth for a year. 
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The entertainment at the banquet consisted of Herod’s new step-daughter dancing for the 

guests. Matthew doesn’t describe what kind of dance the step-daughter performed but I think we 

would be safe in assuming that it involved minimal clothing and was intended to attract and hold 

the attention of all of the male guests. Herod was so pleased with this exhibition of feminine 

grace that he told his step-daughter he would grant her any wish she asked. She asked for the 

head of John The Baptist . . . and that’s exactly what she got. Herod ordered John The Baptist 

beheaded and then presented John’s head on a platter to her, right in the middle of the banquet. 

When we get to the first verse, then, of the Gospel reading, we learn that Jesus’ reaction 

to the news of John’s execution was to withdraw to a solitary place. I imagine that Jesus was 

nearly inconsolable with grief. 

When Jesus feeds the five thousand plus from the disciples’ meager food supplies, He 

presents to us a huge contrast from King Herod’s banquet. Herod’s guests undoubtedly ate a lot 

of food and I imagine that it was pretty good. But Herod also served some other things that night. 

He served lewdness. He served vanity. He served unspeakable cruelty. 

Which banquet would you rather have attended? Herod’s guests probably gained a lot of 

political favor by attending and then not objecting to the grotesque display of John’s head. But 

that political favor came at an unconscionable spiritual cost. Jesus’ guests were not treated to a 

lavish meal and they might even have lost much standing in their communities by attending. But 

they were treated to a generosity and richness of fellowship that nurtured their faith and their 

souls forever. 
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Five thousand plus were fed that day. They were fed bread. They were fed fish. They 

were fed the wonderful mystery of Christ’s divine love. 

Whose banquet would you rather attend? 

 


