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O let all who thirst 
Let them come to the water 
And let all who have nothing 
Let them come to the Lord 
Without money, without price 
Why should you pay the price 
Except for the Lord?1 
 
This was one of those weeks where I read the first line of the first reading 
and I haven’t stopped singing since – and I’m not mad about it 
 
What beautiful images of abundance in this week’s readings – an 
abundance of food and drink and also an abundance of love and grace 
 
That is the way of our God – so Isaiah tells us, and so this story of that 
feeding more than 5,000 in Matthew tells us 
 
*note, this story is often referred to as Jesus feeding the 5,000 but catch 
that last bit of the gospel text that says it was 5,000 men…and women and 
children – so it’s the feeding the more than 5,000 story if you ask me 
 
No matter how many people were actually present, our shock and awe at 
Jesus’s ability to feed over 5,000 people from just a few loaves and fishes 
is a reminder that it is hard for us to fathom God’s generosity and 
abundance and that it is available to us, too 
 
It was hard for the disciples to fathom it, “send the crowds away so that 
they may go into the villages and buy food for themselves” 
 

1 Songwriters: John B Foley; “Come to the Water” © Gloworks Limited, Epoch Universal Publications Inc 
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This was not a suggestion made out of malice towards the crowd nor 
selfishness at wanting time alone with their teacher, this was a comment 
made out of concern for those gathered – they were all out pretty far in the 
wilderness and if they were going to make it home to eat some supper 
before the dangers of night, then they should go and find their fares 
 
But, Jesus has a different idea – we feed them; these people came to 
Jesus out of great need – need for healing and for hope and for promise of 
something better, he doesn’t then send them away, he compels his 
struggling-to-believe disciples to look each of those gathered in the eye and 
feed them 
 
When Jesus saw the crowd, Matthew writes that “he had compassion for 
them” but as commentators point out, the word translated here as 
“compassion” is the Greek word “splagchnizomai” which means something 
more like “he felt it in his gut” 
 
You know that feeling?  
 
The people came to Jesus out of a deep sense of need – and it must have 
been a variety of needs because we don’t get just a single story of healing 
but rather we get the truth that Jesus saw these people, he felt a 
compassion for them that wrenched his guts and he healed all who came 
near 
 
And let all who seek 
Let them come to the water 
And let all who have nothing 
Let them come to the Lord 
Without money, without strife 
Why should you spend your life 
Except for the Lord? 
 



This compassion, this meal of abundant grace offered by the Lord Jesus is 
a very different banquet than the one held by the Lord of the land, Herod 
Antipas 
 
The gospel starts with the note “Now when Jesus heard this,” and the “this” 
that Jesus heard was that his friend, teacher, and cousin John the Baptist 
had been murdered at the birthday banquet for Herod 
 
You may know the story, if not from the scriptures themselves but from 
artistic depictions in visual art and performing art, but the summary is thus: 
Herod throws himself a big birthday party, a banquet that can feed 
thousands – there’s certainly no worry if they had ordered enough from the 
caterers like the disciples worried about the few loaves and fishes they had. 
 
The who’s who of the region were likely invited – both to celebrate their 
ruler, and for their ruler to show off his power and prestige 
 
During the meal, his stepdaughter – often referred to as Salome – performs 
a dance that SO pleases Herod he offers to fulfill a wish – whatever she 
wishes for, he will provide 
 
Salome conspires with her mother, who hates John the Baptist for his 
criticism of her relationship with Herod, and so with the mother’s 
encouragement, Salome asks for John the Baptist's head on a platter 
 
Not one to go back on his word, especially in front of a crowd he is trying to 
impress, Herod does as the girl requests and has John beheaded 
 
We don’t know if the story is totally accurate or a fantastical telling of the 
end of a beloved friend to Jesus 
 
Whether it was “politically expedient to slay John because of his popularity 
(according to Josephus, Antiquities 18.116–19) or his vocal criticisms of the 
corruption among the leadership class (according to Matthew 14:4),” what 



Jesus realizes is that “it could be the same for Jesus, who keeps spreading 
hope and joy among those who suffer and live in poverty.”2 
 
And so hearing the news of his cousins’ death, Jesus withdraws in a boat 
to a – seemingly – deserted place 
 
Is this not a poignant illustration of the difference between the character of 
empire and the character of God 
 
I use the term “empire” here not just to describe the Roman Empire of 
Jesus’ day, but also as a metaphor of all those powers and systems that 
seem to corrupt, degrade, oppress, and break down the relationships and 
well-being of God’s creation 
 
And “empire” is embodied in the birthday banquet of Herod – it has the 
appearance of abundance and may even lure us with a sense of having 
made it 
 
However, Herod, when he sees the crowd and hears his stepdaughter’s 
request, is motivated by pride and power, and the result of Herod’s banquet 
is death and fear 
 
Jesus’ banquet, on the other hand, lures us with hope of wholeness and 
healing – the crowds had heard about what he had done 
 
And Jesus, when he sees the crowd and hears the disciples request that 
the crowd should be sent away, is motivated by gut-wrenching compassion 
and love, and the result of Jesus’ banquet is life and sustenance 
 
And let all who toil 
Let them come to the water 
And let all who are weary 

2 
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Let them come to the Lord 
All who labor without rest 
How can your soul find rest 
Except for the Lord? 
 
The lure of both banquets draw us toward them still to this day 
 
We are drawn by the lure of power and prestige towards the characteristics 
of empire 
 
I don’t say that with judgement, I say it with honesty and vulnerability  
 
It lures all of us in one way or another – and the results of that banquet are 
all around us: the breakdown of relationships at all levels, poverty and the 
extreme wealth gap in this nation, unnecessary deaths from a 
malfunctioning healthcare system and militarized government officials 
 
As with John the Baptist’s murder, whether the motivation is political or 
social, the behaviors at the empire’s banquet are certainly not ones that 
draw us together, they are the ones that tear us apart from each other 
 
But, I pray, I yearn, I hope, that the lure of Jesus’ banquet still tugs on our 
hearts as well 
 
Are we not yearning for healing? Are we not desperate for a little bit of 
hope? Aren’t we all, in one way or another, seeking abundant life? 
 
O let all who thirst 
Let them come to the water 
And let all who have nothing 
Let them come to the Lord 
Without money, without price 
Why should you pay the price 
Except for the Lord? 
 



Isaiah told us and Jesus showed us, our God is a God of abundance and 
generosity whose compassion for all that has been created is that 
gut-wrenching love kind of compassion 
 
And the products of God’s banquet are also all around us, too: loving 
community, the freedom of forgiveness and the liberation of grace, service 
and kindness to friends and neighbors, a sense of gratitude and 
contentment that isn’t based on what you’ve accomplished but on the 
knowledge that you are loved just as you are and you are perfect in God’s 
sight 
 
I’m not sure which banquet it feels like you’ve been eating at lately or which 
banquet you feel worthy to eat at, but God’s mercy endures and the 
invitation always stands 
 
And let all the poor 
Let them come to the water 
Bring the ones who are laden 
Bring them all to the Lord 
Bring the children without might 
Easy the load and light 
Come to the Lord 
 
Amen. 


