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We all have experienced grief. It is a natural response to loss, 
not limited to the death of a loved one. Grief can trigger a 
wide range of emotions, including sadness, anger, guilt, 
shock, disbelief, numbness, or confusion. Physically, it may 
affect sleep, appetite, energy levels, and concentration. 
These reactions are normal and vary in intensity depending 
on the significance of the loss. 

Grieving is a highly individual experience; there’s no right or 
wrong way to grieve. Inevitably, the grieving process takes 
time. Healing happens gradually; it can’t be forced or hurried 
and there is no “normal” timetable for grieving. Some people 
start to feel better in weeks or months. For others, the 
grieving process is measured in years. Whatever your grief 
experience, it’s important to be patient with yourself and 
allow the process to take its due course.1 

What’s helped you heal in your grief journey? If you are still 
grieving, what are some of the things you are doing to 
support your healing process? For me, talking it out with 
family and close friends, including my spiritual director has 
helped me tremendously to let it sink in, process it, identify 
feelings and accept the loss. Still every now and then, when 

 
1 Coping with Grief and Loss: Stages of Grief and How to Heal; and Grief | Psychology Today 

https://www.helpguide.org/mental-health/grief/coping-with-grief-and-loss
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/grief
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memory is triggered, I get choked up and feel a new wave of 
grief crash over me. 

When Jesus heard the traumatic news that his cousin John 
had been beheaded at Herod’s birthday party, he must have 
been devastated. John’s death was violent and cruel. And 
absolutely unlawful! But John, the inconvenient truth teller, 
popular prophet and uncompromising teacher, was hardly 
the only victim of the tyrant’s fear and abuse of power. King 
Herod governed with the iron fist of an authoritarian, but he 
was simply mimicking the more powerful strong hand he 
wanted to impress: the Roman Emperor of whom he was but 
a vassal king.  

In the face of cruelty by the hands of the powerful, one 
naturally wonders: “How much persecution can one take? 
How much suffering can one endure? How many deaths 
need to take place (not to satisfy justice, mind you) but to 
satiate people’s egos and political plots?” The exhausted 
and weary ones look up and cry: “How long, O Lord?” 
(Psalm 13) “How long until You come to our rescue, and 
true justice is done?” (see Psalm 28) “How long will you 
abandon us in the hands of the bully? How long will truth 
be twisted and trampled on?”  
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Surely, Jesus was convinced that the words of the prophets 
are to be trusted: “Be strong and courageous. Do not be 
afraid or terrified because of them, for the Lord your God 
goes with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you.” 
(Deuteronomy 31:6)  

and  

“Do not be afraid, for I am with you. Do not be 
discouraged, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and 
help you. I will hold you up with my victorious right hand.” 
(Isaiah 41:10) 

[Jesus knew Herod had arrested and thrown John in jail already for sometimes 
now. John’s arrest triggered Jesus’ decision to start his public ministry. 
(Matthew 4:12) 

That early in the story, Matthew did not give us a detailed account of the arrest 
itself but waited to describe it in more details in 14:3–4. There, Matthew 
explained that Herod Antipas had imprisoned John to silence his public 
rebuke of him for unlawfully marrying Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife. That 
rebuke angered Herodias who took her revenge later. 

Herod, however, feared John because the people regarded him as a righteous 
and holy man who spoke for God. He threw him in jail with the hope of 
intimidating him and his followers and possibly calm his unlawful wife. The 
strategy did not work as Herodias never forgot or forgave John for her public 
humiliation and sought to kill him.  

While in prison, John continued to influence the spiritual life of Israel. His 
disciples remained in contact with him, and he even sent them to Jesus to ask 
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about His identity (Matthew 11:2–3). This shows that his imprisonment did not 
end his prophetic ministry. 

John’s execution occurred during Herod’s birthday elaborate feast. Salome, 
prompted by her mother, Herodias, asked for John’s head on a platter, when 
Herod promised to give her anything as a sign of his gratitude for her skillfully 
dancing.] 

Confronted with loss and grief, one is overwhelmed and 
disoriented and needs time and space to reflect and center 
oneself. Keeping oneself busy and distracted, or surrounded 
by friends and family might be a good strategy for some time. 
But the hour arrives when one needs to deal with reality and 
make peace with it.  

So, Matthew tells us: “When Jesus heard [about John’s 
political murder], he withdrew from there in a boat to a 
deserted place by himself.” (Matthew 14:13) But that didn’t 
last long. As soon as people noticed that he was missing, 
they sought him out and caught up with him.  

What happens next amazes me. When Jesus saw them 
coming, he didn’t say: “What the heck? Go home. Leave 
me alone.” Matthew tells us that Jesus, putting his feelings 
and needs aside, spent the whole day assisting those in 
need because “he had compassion for them and cured 
their sick.” (v. 14) They were not aware of his loss and kept 
coming, seeking solace and healing from their ailments. 
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His disciples were aware of his grief, though, but decided not 
to intervene. They didn’t step up and asked Jesus what he 
was doing instead of taking care of himself?  

I was more fortunate than Jesus. When I returned from 
having just buried my brother last December 12 (2025), 
people gave me space and time. They understood my 
overwhelm and forgetfulness. Stephanie even put up with 
my lack of sleep and little appetite and especially with my 
frequent quick irritation and lack of patience. She let me be 
so I could regain my balance. 

Maybe the disciples did help him somehow. Maybe they 
focused their ministry on crowd control and lined people up 
for Jesus to cure. Maybe from time to time, they created a 
human chain around Jesus, broke up the occasional brawl 
and calmed people down, inviting them for patience. Maybe 
they even provided Jesus with a cup of cold water and wiped 
his brow. But they showed him neither understanding nor 
compassion. They didn’t say to Jesus: “Enough, no ministry 
today. Just go and take care of yourself.” 

Then, evening came and with concern that sounded more 
like a lame excuse than true compassion, the disciples 
encouraged Jesus to dismiss the crowds because they were 
in a food desert. But how could Jesus? This was the 
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beginning of a new day. This was a fresh start for the crowd 
and could be a fresh start for the disciples as well just as it 
was for the whole creation at the beginning of time.2 

Jesus didn’t wait for them to call a brainstorming session the 
next day on how to accommodate the crowds in the absence 
of taverns. He didn’t wait for them to organize a food pantry 
or open a soup kitchen. He quickly told them: “They need 
not go away; you give them something to eat.”  

As Matt Skinner, Professor of New Testament studies at 
Luther Seminary, comments: “Jesus has his own 
compassionate idea. He knows a thing or two about God’s 
delight in providing sustenance—food given “without price,” 
as Isaiah 55:1 puts it. He also knows about enlisting others 
in the toil and joy of offering food to people who are hungry. 
Tonight’s meal isn’t going to descend from the heavens; it’s 
going to be passed around by human hands.”3 

When the disciples complained that what they had was 
ridiculously insufficient to feed the crowd, Jesus did what 
could easily be dismissed by logical and practical people: he 
took the little they had and prayed. In my many years of 

 
2 Genesis 1:5 
3 Commentary on Matthew 14:13-21 - Working Preacher from Luther Seminary 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-18/commentary-on-matthew-1413-21-7
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ministry I have heard more than one church leader scoff at 
the invitation to pray whenever we were in rough waters.  

We tend to focus on what we do not have. God looks at our 
inner riches instead, the ones we do not pay much attention 
to and dismiss all so easily: small acts of generosity and 
kindness that blossom into abundant blessings.4 God never 
fails to astound. 

People didn’t come to a distribution center to get their 
portion. They were ordered to sit down. The disciples would 
get to them. There is movement from the center to the outer 
rims. In distributing God’s mercy, the disciples move out of 
their comfort zone and learn how to trust God’s provisions. 

I suspect that if the crowd had left the desert hungry but 
cured that night, it still would have been enough; they would 
have leaped for joy all the way home. Yet, they received an 
added blessing: abundant food, companionship, and hope. 
The new creation day started well for them…and for the 
disciples, who got called to be part of Jesus’ ministry of 
renewing life: they got to experience the merciful face of 
God. 

That night, the celebration spoke of life, and joy, and 
abundance: a stark contrast to Herod’s banquet where 

 
4 Matthew 13:31-33 and the widow’s mite of Mark 12:41-44 and Luke 21:1-4 
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power games, revenge and abuse could only deliver the 
death of an innocent but inconvenient preacher. 

May we open to the surprising ways of the God of life and 
trust God’s Word: we have enough to give people to eat. 
Amen. 

 


