
TEXT:  Matthew 14:13-21                   August 2, 2020 

MATTHEW, MASKS AND MATZO 

Perhaps you remember Kaufman and Hart’s Pulitzer Prize winning play “You Can’t Take it 
with You.”  Or maybe you’ve seen the movie version that featured Jimmy Stewart and Jean 
Arthur.  It’s an escapist comedy about the Sycamore family, and oddball collection of 
characters who take ballet lessons, go to graduation ceremonies at Columbia even if no one 
they know is in the graduating class; make and sell chocolates, and make fireworks in the 
basement.  It is a multi-generational family, which includes folks who aren’t related by blood 
or marriage. 

Alice, the youngest member of the family, is a young career woman and fairly strait-laced 
compared with the rest of the crew.  She falls in love with the Vice President of the bank 
where she works, a young fellow named Tony Kirby.  He, in turn, asks her to marry him.  Her 
family though, is a bit of a challenge to explain, so she decides to invite Tony and his parents 
over for dinner.  She makes her family members all promise to be on their very best behavior, 
and they agree.  After all, they love Alice, and just want her to be happy. 

But Tony gets the date for dinner mixed up, and he and his parents arrive a day early, when 
the household is in its usual state of zany disarray.  The Kirbys offer to leave and come back, 
but Alice’s mother Penny insists that they stay, after all they came expecting dinner.  The 
trouble is, there’s nothing to eat in the house that’s suitable for company.  So, Penny takes 
her husband aside, and insists that he arrange for their friend Donald to run down to the A & 
P, and “get half a dozen bottle of beer . . . and some canned salmon . . . .”  She turns to Mrs. 
Kirby: “Do you like canned salmon,” she asks her unexpected guest, “Please, don’t trouble, 
Mrs. Sycamore.  I have a little indigestion anyway.”  “I’m sorry . . .” says Penny, “You can have 
frankfurters if you’d rather.”  So,frankfurters, canned corn and Campbell’s soup it is.   “The A 
& P is just at the corner,” says Penny, assuring her guests it’s no bother, “and frankfurters 
don’t take anytime to boil.”  (J. Mersand, editor, Three Comedies of American Family Life, 
278) 

From there things only go from awkward to disastrous, and climax in exploding fireworks in 
the basement, a near break-up of the engagement and . . .  well, you’ll just have to read it 
yourself.  I can assure you it’s a comedy, and that there is a happy ending.  But it takes some 
unwinding of things to get there.  It was written in the midst of the depression, and is a bit 
dated now.  But it’s message still stands up.  You can’t take it with you! 

In many ways our story from Matthew is all about unexpected guests.  But not just a mixed-
upfiancé and his parents, rather five thousand men, and untold numbers of women and 
children.It is worth noting that Jesus and his disciples have just gotten word that King Herod 



has beheaded John the Baptizer, and as a result they have withdrawn to the opposite side of 
the Galilean Lake.  There they hope they will be safe, far from King Herod and the Roman 
Empire that he represents.  Far from, as one scholar puts it, “the tentacles of Rome.” (Jae 
Won Lee, Feasting on the Word, A:3, 309) 

But while that does, for the moment, keep Jesus out of the clutches of Herod and Rome, the 
crowds which have been following him throughout this section of Matthew, are not put off.  
They are eager to hear his preaching, they want to be healed, and so they are willing to go to 
great lengths to follow him, even if it takes them far from hearth and home. 

It has been a very long, very tense day. One filled with grief, anxiety and hard work.  And the 
disciples just want to put up their feet up and relax a bit.  You know Jesus, they say, it’s 
getting late, and we are a long way out into the boonies.  Why don’t you tell folks we’re 
closing up shop so they ought to head home so they can get some supper.  

A reasonable request--like Mrs. Kirby’s, “we’ll just come back tomorrow.”  But no, Jesus 
wouldn’t think of it!  They are already here, those five thousand men and untold numbers of 
women and children.  It’s suppertime.  They’re hungry. So, they ought to be fed.  “You give 
them something to eat,” he tells the disciples.  (14:16b) 

I can just imagine them looking at each other, not quite sure what to do.  After all, there’s no 
A & P around the corner!  They are in the middle of nowhere!  They don’t have any 
frankfurters, or beer, or Campbell’s soup.  They don’t even have any canned salmon.  Just a 
couple of dried fish and five small loaves of bread. 

Jesus sighs.  Can’t these guys ever do anything themselves.  “Bring them here,” he says, 
motioning for the fish and the bread.  “OK, folks,” he says, using his best outdoor voice, you 
all sit down and make yourselves comfortable.  We’re going to have a bite to eat here in a 
minute.”  Then he offers up a word of grace, starts to break up the loaves of bread into 
smaller pieces, and then hands them to the disciples to pass out to the crowds.  And it never 
runs out!  In fact, when all is said and done, they’ve got enough left over for take-out orders 
and lunch the next day! All those dinner guests were about as unexpected as they come, but 
Jesus and the disciples feed them supper--big time! 

Now usually folks focus on the miracle here--the fact that such a puny amount of bread and 
fish was able to feed so many people.  How’d he do it, folks wonder.  Was it a miracle?  Were 
folks shamed into sharing their own suppers that had been squirreled away in pockets and 
pouches?  And those are worthwhile questions to ponder, I suppose.  But here’s what strikes 
me on this particular reading of the story.  These were unexpected guests!  Lots of 
unexpected guests.  More dinner guests than you and I could ever entertain in one sitting.  
But Jesus seems to be totally unfazed by it.  It is almost as if he is expecting the unexpected.   



That sounds paradoxical, I suppose.  But what if we all moved through life like Jesus, 
expecting the unexpected?  What if we all treated each day, each hour, each minute, as a 
fresh new moment in life, when anything could happen?  I suppose that could lead to anxiety.  
Constantly worrying about what comes next.  Constantly waiting for the other shoe to drop.  
But it could also lead to a willingness to take things in stride.  To deal with things in the best 
way possible as they unfold.  Maybe, if we were willing to do that, we would discover that 
God’s grace, God’s strength, God’s courage, could and would see us through. 

I am not suggesting we should be unprepared for potential problems, potential challenges.  
It’s OK to stock the pantry with some canned salmon and soup--especially in hurricane 
season--but, in a manner of speaking, we may still need to send somebody around the corner 
to the A & P. Life happens!  And there are going to be a lot of unexpected guests in our lives.   

Like Covid19.  Most folks didn’t expect coronavirus to break out.  Most folks hadn’t even 
heard of it before February.  It was, is, an unexpected guest, big time.  But now that it’s here 
we have some choices to make.  Will we deny it?  Try to send it home?  Or, will we deal with 
it.  Nobody wants to wear masks.  But it is the best defense we’ve got at the moment.  
Nobody wants to social distance and miss out on hugs and kisses and handshakes.  I really 
miss having you all here in the pews.  I miss greeting you at the door with a smile, and a 
handshake or hug.  But that’s the way it is.  We could say the heck with the virus, you all just 
come on in and make yourselves comfy, the virus be damned.  Or we can take the necessary 
stepsto account for this unexpected guest, and do things like mask wearing, social distancing, 
frequent hand washing, supporting scientific research. 

This week a meme was posted on Facebook that read: “If you can say you bought a complete 
stranger a meal, repost.  I bet you can’t.”  There were a number of responses, one from a 
colleague and friend of mine.  Here’s what she wrote: “I suspect that most clergy can answer 
yes to this question.”  She then went on to tell how she once cooked a meal for a stranger 
who unexpectedly stopped at her home.  “Later,” she writes, “he told us he had been 
recently released from jail, after serving time for murder [and how he] . . . rode with truckers 
back and forth across the country with no permanent home.  We sent him on his way, after 
dinner, with a bag of sandwiches.” 

One never knows who or what will cross one’s path.  Life is full of strangers.  Life is full of 
unexpected guests.  Some of them will literally cross our thresholds, and others will come 
roaring into our societal lives.  We can try to turn them away, send them home, deny they 
exist.  Or we can be like Jesus and learn to expect the unexpected.  Always ready to boil some 
frankfurters or wear a mask or bag up sandwiches or pass out bread and fish.    Amen 

                     John H. Danner 



 

 


