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Prayer
Blessed are you, O Lord our God,

who brought forth all creation with a 

word.

You give us food for another day:

Blessed are you forever! 

We beg you to pour out food for all who 

hunger

this day and always

that all peoples may praise you in 

every language,

through your Son, Jesus Christ,

who lives and reigns with you and the 

Holy Spirit,

One God for ever and ever.

Amen.

Satisfaction at the Table
Have you ever had a really satisfy-
ing meal? I mean really satisfying, 
the kind that doesn’t just nourish 
your body but delights your mind 
and your heart and your soul? 
What was it like? Who was there? 
Where was it, and what was that 
place like?

I can describe a meal like that—
it was a recent Thanksgiving at my 
house. Some old friends were in 
town and my husband and I were 
delighted to have them join us at 
our table. My husband made dinner 

(he’s a really good cook), and I got 
out the wedding china and set the 
table as prettily as I know how. We 
prayed together, we ate, we talked 
about what we were thankful for, 
we caught up on everyone’s news, 
and then after dinner, we lingered 
over coffee and talked some more. 
We had plenty of leftovers to send 
home with our friends, and even 
so, we still had enough for turkey 
sandwiches and pumpkin pie the 
next day. It was a deeply satisfying 
experience.

<sub2>Let’s Talk About It
1.  What do you think made that experi-

ence so satisfying?

2.  When did you have a meal that satis-

fying? What was it like? Tell the person 

next to you about it.

3.  How did that meal satisfy your mind? 

Your heart? Your soul?

People on the Edge
Now let’s turn to the gospel accord-
ing to Matthew, chapter 14, where 
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Introduction
We all know the story: A crowd of people follows Jesus out to the coun-
tryside, and by the time evening rolls around they’re all hungry. The 
disciples tell Jesus to send the people away so they can go get supper in 
town, and he answers, “You give them something to eat.”

All four gospels give us this story. Three of them give us the com-
mand from Jesus in exactly the same words: “You give them something 
to eat” (Matthew 14:16; Mark 6:37; Luke 9:13). Is Jesus talking to us? 

Hymn 
“We Come to the Hungry Feast” Evangelical Lutheran Worship 479

 

Prayer
Creator God,

You know our human limitations and 

weaknesses and you love us more than 

we can ever understand.

Help us to do your will as we are 

able, though that may be far more than 

we know now.

This we pray through your Son 

Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns with 

you and the Holy Spirit, One God, for 

ever and ever. Amen.

You Can’t Possibly Be Serious!
Imagine things are humming along 

just fine, you’re feeling pretty good 
about your own part in that, and 
then someone important comes to 
you with a request so totally out 
there that the only thing you can say 
is, “You can’t possibly be serious!” 

Can you think of a time when 
you were in that situation? (Every 
mother in the room is nodding her 
head.) I remember once when that 
happened to me.

Not long after I was married 
and moved to the suburb where we 
still live, I volunteered for a local 
women’s civic-affairs group, looking 

for a way to get involved with my 
new community and do some good. 
Most of the other women in the club 
were lifelong residents and longtime 
members who knew everyone in 
town, which is a real asset for people 
involved in civic affairs.

The women were friendly and 
made me feel welcome immedi-
ately, and before long I was bus-
ily involved in the group’s doings, 
registering voters, handing out 
index cards for audience members’ 
questions at a public meeting, and 
helping serve as timekeeper for 
a candidates’ forum hosted by a 
high-school civics club in the next 
suburb. It was fun and I really 
enjoyed it.

But a certain issue kept coming 
up over and over again: I just didn’t 
have enough time or energy to do 
everything they kept asking me to 
do—after all, I had a full-time job in 
the city as well as choir rehearsals 
and services in my old neighbor-
hood, not to mention a husband 
who liked seeing me every once in 
a while—and I kept having to say 
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Introduction
We all know the story: A crowd of people follows Jesus out to the coun-
tryside, and by the time evening rolls around they’re all hungry. The 
disciples tell Jesus to send the people away so they can go get supper in 
town, and he answers,“You give them something to eat.”

All four gospels give us this story. Three of them give us the com-
mand from Jesus in exactly the same words: “You give them something 
to eat” (Matthew 14:16; Mark 6:37; Luke 9:13). Is Jesus talking to us? 

Hymn 
“Take, Oh, Take Me As I Am,” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 814)



 

no, even when I would have liked to say yes. Then the 
head of the nominating committee asked me to serve as 
chair of the most active and publicly visible committee.

Say it with me: “You can’t possibly be serious!” (See 
“Just Ask Around,” p. 6.)

Let’s Talk About It
1.  What do you think made the nominating committee head’s 

request so impossible for me? What limitations do you think  

a newcomer might have had that would have made it hard  

to be successful as chair?

2.  When did you face a request like that? What was it like?  

Tell the person next to you about it.

3.  How did you feel when someone made a request like that  

and you realized that they actually meant it? What words 

sprang to your mind, if not your lips?

The Apostles’ First Assignment
Now let’s turn to the gospel according to Mark, chapter 
6, where we’ll hear about another astonishing request. 
As we listen, notice that that this gospel writer is using 
his favorite literary technique to tell the story—the 
sandwich. Mark uses this unique storytelling structure 
at least five times in this short gospel. 

In the Markan sandwich, the writer tells the first 
part of a story (the first slice of bread), interrupts to 
tell a shorter but complete story (the filling), and then 
returns to finish the first story (the second slice of 
bread). The theological meat is in the filling, of course, 
and the story told in the slices of bread somehow 
reflects or interprets the story in the filling. And there’s 
almost always a word or phrase that appears near the 
beginning and again near the end of the sandwich 
(would it be too cute to call that the toothpick?).

We’re going to pay attention to the bread (and a 
little more) and skip over the filling this time.

The first slice of bread in our sandwich is this: Jesus 

sends out the 12 apostles in pairs (6:7–13) to preach 
repentance, cast out demons and heal the sick, with 
only the barest of supplies.

The filling (6:14–29) is Herod’s suspicion that Jesus 
is actually John the Baptist returned from the dead, and 
then the story of how Herod had John killed.

The second slice (6:30) has the apostles returning 
from their mission journeys and telling Jesus every-
thing they’ve said and done. And that leads into the 
story of what happened with the hungry crowds.

Now let’s hear the text. You might imagine yourself 
in the scene as one of the apostles who has just gone 
out on that important first mission and returned.

READ MARK 6:7–13, 30–37A.

Let’s Talk About It
4.  What kinds of things did the apostles accomplish on the  

mission trip? How do you suppose they felt as they told  

Jesus about how they carried out his important assignment? 

5.  Now think about the crowds of excited people waiting on the 

shore to meet the apostles. What do you think the apostles are 

thinking and feeling as they realize what the crowds want? 

Mark’s gospel suggests that there was a lot of excite-
ment about the apostles’ return, saying that there were 
many people coming and going and “they had no lei-
sure even to eat.” Is there anyone in your group who 
has served as a Young Adult in Global Mission or taken 
part in another mission opportunity, perhaps through 
Women of the ELCA? Ask her how people acted when 
she returned. Was there a lot of coming and going and 
fuss and excitement? Did everyone want to hear about 
what happened?

The apostles must have been deeply gratified, tired 
as they were, to realize that not only had they carried 
out Jesus’ assignment so well, but that their reputations 
as preachers and healers had spread far and wide. 
Thousands of people hurried on foot from all the 



 

towns to see them. How exciting it must have been. 
We know that at least some of the apostles just couldn’t 
help having their heads turned by their growing fame. 

READ MARK 9:33–34.

Spotlight on the Apostles
As we recall from the first session of this Bible study, 
the gospel according to Matthew tells the story a 
little differently—Matthew’s focus is on Jesus and the 
crowds. Mark puts the spotlight on the apostles, Jesus’ 
closest followers. Why do you suppose this is? 

Although Mark’s gospel appears second in our 
Bibles, it was actually the first of the four gospels to be 
written down, probably no later than about the year 70, 
probably in Rome. A very old and widespread tradition 
has it that the writer was an associate of Peter, and that 
Peter’s preaching is the source behind this gospel. That’s 
important: Peter didn’t sit down and dictate the gospel 
to Mark in order from beginning to end; he preached 
it over a period of many years, adapting his interpreta-
tion according to the needs of the moment or those of 
his hearers. After Peter’s martyrdom in the year 64, this 
old tradition tells us, Mark wrote down everything he 
remembered of what Peter taught about Jesus.

So we can understand this telling of what happened 
as drawn from Peter’s experience and observations. 
But how did he happen to tell the story the way he did? 
For that, let’s think about the apostle as a person, with 
his own unique personality, his own unique limitations 
and gifts.

We know Peter was impulsive and emotional—and 
talkative. Throughout the gospels, we see him blurting 
out whatever comes into his head and heart: Scolding 
Jesus for predicting his own death (Mark 8:32); bab-
bling about building tents for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah 
(9:5); denying Jesus three times and then going away 
to weep bitter tears (14:66–72). Have you ever known 
someone like that, someone who just didn’t have a 
filter between their mind and their mouth? Well, that’s 

the person whose memory is the source behind the 
gospel story we’re studying, and that person’s feelings 
and reactions are tucked into the story. (See “Gifts of 
an Introvert,” p. 22.)

Let’s Talk About It
6.  Everyone is different. Some people glow in the presence  

of a crowd. Others would rather die than be the center  

of attention, even admiring attention. And yet others are  

somewhere in the middle. Which one do you think Peter is? 

Which are you?

7.  Likewise, some people experience something and then have  

to talk about it in order to process it. Others experience  

something and then have to think about it in order to process  

it, then talk about it. And others are in the middle. Which one  

do you think Peter is? Which are you? Do you think one way  

is better than another? What makes you think so?

Jesus Says What?
Let’s turn back to the crowd gathered around Jesus and 
the apostles on the shore. By now it’s getting late, and 
the apostles suggest to Jesus that he send them away so 
they can go buy their own suppers in town. But Jesus 
answers, “You give them something to eat.”

Our NRSV translation gives us the apostles’ 
response to this outrageous request as, “Are we to go 
and buy two-hundred denarii worth of bread and give 
it to them to eat?”

Two-hundred denarii is a lot of money. One denar-
ius (the most common coin in the Roman world) was 
a day’s pay for an unskilled laborer, and it would buy 
10 days’ worth of bread for that laborer—20 pounds. 
(Romans ate a lot of bread.) Two-hundred denarii 
would buy two tons of bread—clearly impossible.

The gospel doesn’t give us the tone of voice behind 
the apostles’ words, but we can imagine what it might 
have been. Incredulous. Astonished. Exasperated. (I 
imagine the tart tone of a certain blustery fisherman.) 



 

In any case, we could paraphrase the apostles’ response 
as: “You can’t possibly be serious!”

Let’s Talk About It
8.  Clearly the apostles are sure they don’t have enough to do 

what Jesus has asked them to do—not enough food, not 

enough money, not enough whatever. They don’t see any  

possible way to feed so many people. Quite often, we are  

sure that we don’t have enough whatever either—not  

enough money, not enough people, not enough experience,  

not enough whatever—to make a difference. What have  

you heard people say they don’t have enough of?

More Than Enough
Notice what happens next. Jesus skips over the topic of 
what the apostles don’t have and focuses on what they 
do have. Before they know it, their five loaves and two 
fish, not even enough for one family’s picnic, becomes 
more than enough for everyone in the vast crowd. Scar-
city becomes abundance.

In the first slice of bread on our gospel sandwich, 
Jesus sent the apostles out with nothing but a walking 
stick and a companion, and they were able to preach 
and heal and cast out demons. Here in this second 
slice, Jesus asked the apostles to show him what little 
they had, and with that, they fed the whole crowd. (See 
“The Gospel of Enough,” p. 26.)

Let’s Talk About It
9.  What has Christ asked you, your women’s group, or your congre-

gation to do lately that you think you don’t have enough what-

ever to do? What would happen if you focused on what you do 

have instead of what you don’t have? How would it make you 

feel?

In our third and final session of “All Who Hunger, 
Gather Gladly,” we’ll look at the same event as told in 
the Gospel of Luke—and then we’ll act on Christ’s com-
mand to feed the hungry people.

Prayer
Blessed are you, Holy Lord,

for you take us as we are 

and love us into what we shall be; 

you take the little we offer you

and transform it into abundance,

into strength, into value beyond rubies.

Transform our timidity

into eagerness to serve you in your hungry people.

This we ask through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Hymn
“Take My Life, That I May Be” (ELW 583) 
Audrey Novak Riley serves the church as associate program direc-

tor, ELCA World Hunger. 

Let your commitment to mobilizing women to act  
boldly on their faith in Jesus Christ shine with this  
jewelry featuring the much-loved water, cross and  
lily from Women of the ELCA’s logo. Choose from  
lapel pins, earrings, charms, and pendants. 

Also available—25th anniversary silver ornament.

NEW FROM Go to womenoftheelca.org and click on “shop now.”

Silver Jewelry



 

You Can’t Possibly Be Serious!
The story about the newcomer and the civic-affairs 
group is intended to be an icebreaker: Everyone has 
had the experience of being the newcomer. 

The three discussion questions in this section have 
no right or wrong answers. They simply prepare us for 
the discussion of the apostles’ experience of their own 
human limitations in the gospel. 

If the discussion starts to drift off into talk about 
what the newcomer’s experience might mean to your 
own women’s group, you might suggest that that very 
useful conversation be saved for another time when 
it can be explored more thoroughly. Then draw the 
group back to the topic.

Discussion of Questions 1, 2 and 3 might point out 
the newcomer’s time constraints and lack of local con-
nections as limitations that would have made it hard to 
be successful. (If people are curious, you can tell them 
that I finally said yes, struggled through my one-year 
term as chair, and relinquished the office with relief.)

The Apostles’ First Assignment
This section brings in some information about the 
structure of the Gospel of Mark. If participants are 
interested and have the time, you might let them know 
that the five sandwiches are Mark 3:20–35; 5:21–43; 
6:7–30; 11:12–25; 13:5–23; 14:1–11. Some scholars 
recognize a few more in the text, but these five seem to 
be generally agreed on. 

Question 4 asks participants to read the text again 
to name what the apostles accomplished; feel free to 
ask your reader to read the relevant portions of the text 
aloud again as many times as participants need. 
 

Question 5 is intended to suggest that the apostles 
were feeling very pleased with their success and the 
people’s response.

Spotlight on the Apostles
This section brings in a little information about the his-
tory of the Gospel of Mark and its possible source. The 
discussion of Peter’s personality invites participants to 
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At the end of this three-session Bible study, we will act on Jesus’ command both locally and globally. Ask participants 
and others in the congregation to do two things: bring groceries for a local food pantry, and bring monetary gifts for 
ELCA World Hunger (make checks out to Women of the ELCA and write ELCA World Hunger on the memo line). We will 
bless both these offerings at the closing prayer of the third study session. 



 

BIBLICAL WOMEN
I N  G O O D  C O M P A N Y : S T O R I E S  O F 

understand the human being behind the biblical figure.
The discussion questions about personality types 

should lead to the conclusion that neither is better than 
the other. Beyond that, there are no right or wrong 
answers. If people are interested in exploring the topic 
further, you might note that for future programs. The 
free online Women of the ELCA resource “Paths to 
Wholeness” explores how different personality types 
can be expressed in our spiritual lives.

Jesus Says What?
This section of our study gives a little historical 
information (the value of a denarius) and the writer’s 
imagination about the emotion implied in the words 
attributed to the apostles. 

Discussion of Question 8 invites participants to 
ponder our own lacks and limitations by asking people 
to talk about what they’ve heard other people say. You 
might suggest that the discussion omit names or other 
identifying details. 

More Than Enough
This section holds the point of this entire study. Make 
sure that participants see that Jesus doesn’t focus on 
what the apostles don’t have; he works with what they 
do have. What Jesus did for the apostles, Jesus can do 
for us.

The answer to the first part of Question 9 depends 
on your local situation. If the group seems to stall on 
this question, you might remind them that this Bible 
study focuses on Jesus’ command to “give them some-
thing to eat.” For the second part, participants should 
understand that our view of whatever makes that 
miraculous shift from scarcity to abundance when we 
focus on what we do have instead of what we don’t 
have.

Before the closing prayer and hymn, remind the 
group of the offering of groceries for a food pantry and 
gifts for ELCA World Hunger that will be received at 
the third and final session of “All Who Hunger, Gather 
Gladly.”

LEADER GUIDE
A Bible Study of Women of the ELCA

In Good Company:
Stories of Biblical Women

COMPANION BIBLEA Bible Study of Women of the ELCA

In Good Company:Stories of Biblical Women

Support your study with these helpful 
resources. Bible study companion pieces:

ELCAWO 1035 Leader Guide $7.95
ELCAWO 1036 Companion Bible $3.95
ELCAWO 1037 Bookmark (12 pack) $3.75

Order today by phone at 800-638-3522,  
ext. 2580, or online at www.elca.org/resources


