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     You know the expression, “like a fish out of water.”  When we are in an environment 

that is foreign to us or outside our comfort zone or we are somehow threatened we can 

panic or we can adapt.  I was reminded of this in a couple of ways a few years ago.  We 

went to Chicago.  There we enjoyed many sites.  One of them was touring the Shedd 

aquarium where they had an extensive exhibit on life in the rainforest. 

     Apparently, some species of fish in the rainforest have adapted to life out of water.  In 

the rainforest there can be periods of monsoon rains and there can be lengthy droughts 

which last for months.  In the times of drought pools of water begin to dry up, they 

become quite stagnant, there is a lack of dissolved oxygen in these waters, conventional 

fish breathing through gills will perish.  There are some fish, however, that have evolved 

to breathe another way.  Such fish have the ability to take breaths at the surface.  They 

have developed a respiratory system that can extract oxygen from the water or from the 

air.   

     I felt like a fish out of water one morning as I took a walk through a south Chicago 

neighbourhood.  The neighbourhood and schools I grew up in had people that all looked 

pretty much like me.  Most could trace their origins to Great Britain.  There was the 

exceptional German or Danish person, but for the most part we all looked a version of 

white, anglo-saxons. 

     We listened to the big 8 radio station from Detroit, Michigan, Motown music that is, 

but we seldom visited there.  Once to see the Detroit Tigers with our church boy’s choir, 

once to see the Red Wings with the cub scouts, once to see the IMAX movie with the 

youth group- 2001 a space Odyssey, a couple of times on family trips to Belle Island 

Park, the Henry Ford museum and Cobo Hall.  For the most part our contact was through 

relatives in the suburbs of Southfield. 

     My mother went on a shopping trip to Detroit with a relative in the summer of 1967.  

It was the day the riots began.  They saw the tanks of the National Guard going down the 

street and they got out of there as fast as they could.  Later we would learn that some of 

the tension stemmed back to police brutality.  But after that we didn’t go in to downtown 

Detroit. 

     The stories that got implanted in my psyche were these-To go in to downtown Detroit 

at night is to take your life in your hands.  If you stop at the traffic lights you’ll be surely 

held up and robbed.  White people don’t belong in black neighbourhoods.  Black 

neighbourhoods are not safe places to be. 

     That was 50 years ago.  A lot has happened since then.  I’ve learned to ask the 

questions about why poverty is more predominant in one area rather than another.   I’ve 

learned to consider who are the powers-that-be in the situation and how are they affecting 

what is happening. But old understandings still creep through from time to time.  In 

Chicago I wanted to obtain a couple of daily bus passes.  But there was no place on the 

university campus where we were staying to obtain these.  The closest was about 10 

blocks away.  So I headed out, having a significant amount of Scottish ‘thrift’ blood in 

my veins, to get those bus passes that were going to save a few dollars.  And I walked 

and walked and walked.  There was one person who asked me for a ‘dollar, but that could 

have been here outside the church.  The shops became further apart.  And more guarded 



with iron bars and security notices.  And as I walked further I noted that no one looked 

like me.  And my mind was taken back to the streets of Detroit.  And the fellows who 

were coming down the sidewalk with chains instead of belts around their shorts, lying 

rather low were not smiling.  And then a police car passed, thank God. 

     I was looking for King street, but the street sign said, Martin Luther King Junior 

street.  The overhead railway was looking quite run down.  The boarded up bars looked 

more run down.  And I walked on and on and asked directions and I had gone a few too 

many blocks that way and had to circle back.  And a couple of fellows were carrying 

some wrought iron somewhere.  And on the street corner he (with the big trench coat) 

said to her, “I usually sell them for $50 each” and my mind went to wondering what it 

was that he was selling.  And I saw these disposable gloves on the sidewalk and I 

wondered what had happened here.  Was there some kind of sanitary shooting up of 

drugs, or had police officers donned those gloves to manhandle somebody and then just 

dropped them there.  It was a “lonely” place, not because there was nobody else there, it 

just felt lonely.  I was a fish out of water.  And the money exchange mart with the tickets 

appeared and I went in and got what I asked for.   I had walked there and back, took two 

hours, mind you, got a bit fearful on those south Chicago streets and saved myself a big 

$4.  Not too smart. 

      On Sunday we went further south through those neighbourhoods in Chicago.  Sure, 

those neighbourhoods changed a little here and there as we went.  We were looking for 

Trinity United Church of Christ.  We arrived about an hour before the service was to 

begin.  Where does one park?  Well, there were people in security vests directing traffic 

in front of the church.  We creeped up a side street and found a spot.  We walked back 

down by the church parking lot, about the size of the church backyard.  It was completely 

full.  Boy, this is some church I thought.  What are we in for? 

      We went in to the lobby, lots of people milling about.  The choir dressed in brilliant 

gowns came out singing in to the lobby.  We heard the benediction.  About a thousand 

people emptied out of that sanctuary.  We went through into one of the fellowship rooms.  

People talked to us.  Why, some people even gave us a hug.  They didn’t look like us. 

      Then the second service began.  The music was captivating.  There were lots of 

opportunities to hug again.  There was thankfulness to God.  There was another 1000 

people filling that massive sanctuary.  (This is a congregation with 8000 members) There 

was music and laughter and moving about.  There was inspiration by young people and 

middle-age people and older people.  And it felt good to be there.  There didn’t seem to 

be any loneliness in that place.   In a church which is Afro-centric and unapologetically 

Christian we stood out, but it was really good to be there.  

      It was like a miracle.  To go from a place of misunderstanding, prejudice, and fear to 

be transformed to a place of joy, acceptance, and comfort is no small thing.  But you have 

to place yourself in the miracle for it to happen, you have to participate in the miracle. 

     Today we hear the story of a miracle.  A similar story is told in Matthew, Mark, Luke, 

and John.  This is the only miracle story told in all four gospels.  Jesus wasn’t going for a 

cheap bus pass.  He was withdrawing because he just got some tragic news.  Jesus heard 

that John the Baptist had been murdered by Herod-the powers-that-be got the upper hand.  

It was a lonely place for Jesus, for the disciples, not because there were no people, it just 

felt lonely and tragic. 



      There were two meals being compared here.  The first was a feast of Herod who gave 

his wife an opportunity to name her greatest desires.  She knew that her relationship with 

Herod wasn’t right (some infidelity) and was being questioned by the prophet, John the 

Baptist.  She called for the ghastly death of John.  Herod, despite some twinge of guilt, 

went ahead and granted her wish. 

      Jesus withdraws to “a deserted place,” where the scene is set for a very different 

meal, where different hungers are fed and there is a very different experience of power 

and of community.  Both Herod and Jesus give commands, but one set of commands is 

death-dealing while the other is life-sustaining.  What draws people into the company of 

a man like Herod, and what draws them into the company of Jesus?  Herod sits in a 

palace, with guards and a prison below.  Jesus stands on a deserted hillside, far from the 

seat of one kind of power, but right at the heart of a much greater power.  Herod actually 

feels threatened by Jesus, or at least by the powers at work in him, so Herod becomes an 

even greater threat to Jesus.  Herod is motivated by fear, while Jesus is moved by 

compassion. 

     Writer Barbara Brown Taylor suggests that Jesus’ needs may have been quite different 

than those of the crowd.  We can imagine that Jesus’ heart must have been broken at the 

loss of his cousin, John.  No doubt the crowd had heard the disturbing news too. 

“Sometimes, after very bad news, it does not matter what you eat as long as you eat it 

with someone.”  Perhaps, in that deserted place (now filled with a crowd), they were able 

to draw strength and consolation from being together and looking to Jesus with hope and 

longing, and in sharing a meal together. 

     What happened?  Did bread and fish suddenly materialize, or did lots of folks reach 

into their pockets and bags and, amazingly, share with one another?  There was an 

abundance.  Who knows?  It was a miracle. 

      Where Jesus saw abundance, the disciples saw scarcity.  The possibility of generosity 

was there, but the disciples only focused on the day to day practicality.  Their vision was 

limited.  Our vision is limited.  When we look at our church we see the great needs-more 

money, more members, more help from somebody-that is what we think we need.  Our 

perception is one of scarcity, not plenty.  Jesus knew that wherever there was “plenty of 

God” there would be plenty of everything else.  

      We’re fish out of water here in the center of Caledon.  We keep harkening back to the 

days when people came to church and filled the pews because it was the thing to do.  

Now we better be changing hearts, we better be projecting the “plenty of God”, we better 

be transforming lives for the better.  The disciples told Jesus to send the people to buy 

food. But Jesus answered, “You give them something to eat.” Jesus wanted the disciples 

to be part of his work. Despite our faults and limited resources, God can do miraculous 

things when, like the disciples, we invest ourselves in God’s work. 

      Last Thursday 26 of us from Caledon East did just that.  I didn’t create any 

masterpieces at the craft table, but I worked on building some new relationships.  We got 

a chance to eat together as ‘God’s people.’  Our disciples, more informed than those on 

the hill by the Lake of Galilee were prepared to welcome anyone who came.  And there 

was more than enough with leftovers.  For a time we adults paid attention and hung on 

every word of the younger children that were present.  And people did not rush off,  they 

stuck around-well except the woman who was expecting a child the next day.  Others 



stayed around to help clean up.  And so what was messy got put back together in its 

place. 

      We looked at a familiar story, that of the prodigal son.  And we saw the story from a 

new angle.  Perhaps we got to feel more like the younger son than the older one.  We got 

to enjoy moving and shaking about with songs about God’s love.  Perhaps we thought 

more about Jesus, that great party thrower of banquets, picnics, and intimate family 

suppers.  Like God’s provision of manna in a desolate land, Messy Church provides a 

source of nourishment, creativity, and fellowship in a numb, materialistic society.  

      Miracles are not going to happen unless we participate.  God tells us, “not me but 

you; not my bread but yours; not my misunderstandings but yours, not sometime or 

somewhere else but right here and now…. Stop waiting for food to fall from the sky and 

share what you have.  Pick your way, there are plenty of options.  

     This Thanksgiving, do something memorable.  Consider giving a gift that stretches 

you through the Mission and Service fund- as Cheryl Pillar told us last week, our church 

has partners on the ground responding to human need in the event of hurricane or tornado 

damage.   Observe creation happening all around you.  I know a place you can stand in a 

field of sunflowers that are all dried up, ready for harvest-go observe that and remember 

the sunflower seeds will feed the most colourful of birds next spring.   Stop waiting for an 

out of this world miracle, let us adapt and participate in one instead.   Amen.  

 


