
                             
 
 

The woman whose picture you see on the front of the bulletin is named Phyllis Shaughnessy. She lives in a 
small town on the north beach of Washington state, where she is retired from being the postmistress. 
A great-grandmother, she is in her mid-to-late 70s. She’s a Presbyterian. Although you wouldn’t know 
it to look at her picture, like a few other Presbyterian women I’ve known through the years, she is a 
force to be reckoned with. 
 
Washington’s north beach has fallen on hard times economically. The fishing and manufacturing 
industries have dried up and most working people who live there subsist on minimum wage jobs. 
Approximately 80% of the public school children qualify for free or r educed lunches which, of course, 
means that during the summer their parents are solely responsible to make sure the kids get enough 
food. Sometimes the kids go hungry.  
 
Several years ago, the area managed to get a federally funded lunch program going durin g the 
summer, but the problem was that it required the kids to come to a central location to receive the 
food. In a largely rural area, where people are all spread out and parents are working during the day, 
that proved to be impossible, so the program ended.  
  
Phyllis Shaughnessy found that to be unacceptable. Children “should never be food insecure,” she 
said, “especially in our country.” And she got to work. If the children could not come and get lunch in 
one place, she would take lunches to them. 1 She got her church to allow her to work under its not-for-
profit umbrella; she got a catering license; and she convinced The Green Lantern, a local tavern, to 
loan her its kitchen early in the morning before it opened. And, the program named Green Lantern 
Lunches took off. It has since been relocated to Phyllis’ garage, and her garage is now officially a food 
bank. 
  
Green Lantern Lunches delivers lunch bags to hundreds of kids three days a week, Monday, 
Wednesday, and Friday. There are three delivery routes; o ne is 28 miles long, another 40 miles, and 
the third is 25 miles. Each bag contains a variety of food: a piece of fruit or a fruit cup, a granola bar, 
a little Lunchables pack, maybe a box of macaroni and cheese, and other food stuffs that can fill a 
child for a couple of meals. There’s a bit extra on Friday. The program has expanded to weekend 
deliveries during the school year so that children have enough food between Friday and Monday 
school lunches. In the first two years of operation the program served about 10,000 lunches per year. 
In its third year it served over 35,000. Green Lantern Lunch is supported by volunteers, donations, 
and local grants. It receives no federal funds.  

                                                 
1 https://www.king5.com/article/entertainment/television/programs/evening/green-lantern-lunches-phyllis-shaughnessy-hand-
delivers-free-lunches-for-hungry-kids/281-454781168 
 
 



“You give them something to eat,” Jesus tells the disciples in our story. Whe n they first hear him, the 
disciples feel overwhelmed by the challenge of feeding so many people.  
  
I’m sympathetic with the disciples in this well-known story. They have just returned from the 
mission on which Jesus had sent them, when they went out in pairs into towns and villages to bring 
Jesus’ good news. Not everybody was interested in what they had to offer, and they worked hard. As 
our story begins they are tired; their feet hurt; they are hungry.  
 
Jesus recognizes that they are running on empty, and he says, “Let’s go away to a lonely place, so you 
can rest.” So, this story takes place in the moments that are supposed to be the disciples’ time to kick 
back and get away from the pressure. This is supposed to be their day off, their weekend. They are n ot 
reading their email or listening to voice mail. They are not sitting down at their desk, or picking up 
their nets, or repairing their boats. They are putting work aside and resting. They deserve a break.  
  
The people do not know how tired the disciples are and, besides, many of them have needs that 
cannot wait so they follow Jesus and the disciples. In fact, some of the people figure out where Jesus is 
headed and they run ahead to meet him there. The text tells us that Jesus is filled with compassion 
for these people, and he teaches them. 
  
For the disciples, what has already been a pretty long day, or a long week , or couple of weeks, is just 
getting longer, and they are ready to wrap it up. Perhaps they are thinking about themselves as much 
as they are about the people in the crowd, when they remind Jesus that people are hungry, and it’s 
time to send them on their way. 
  
Jesus is having none of that. “You give them something to eat.”  
  
What are they supposed to do? They are exhausted. They have barely enough food for themselves and 
Jesus. And buying food for the multitude would cost the equivalent of 2/3 of a typical annual income, 
so we are talking about a lot of money that they likely do not have. What are they supposed to do?  
  
How often the church comes up against these very issues. We’re tired from the ministry we are 
already doing, and we are stretched pretty thin. We’re in a metaphorical wilderness and we do not 
have the resources at hand that we need for this ministry. Maybe we don’t have the rig ht building. 
Maybe we don’t have enough volunteers. Maybe we lack strategic partnerships or political alliances. 
Maybe we don’t have the money. These are not just excuses. They are all real issues. They are 
legitimate road blocks that stop ministry in its tracks. 
  
One of the painful realities of ministry is that sometimes we find ourselves at one of these road 
blocks. And we find ourselves at a place where people’s overwhelming need comes head to head with 
some sort of limitation. In Oak Park this spring, we turned an increasing number of homeless people 
away from PADS overnight shelters, because we simply didn’t have enough beds. We limit people to 
one bag of groceries per month in the food pantry, because we want to serve a maximum number of 
people and there is only so much food that we have.  
  
It’s easy for us to let the road blocks define what we can or cannot do in ministry. Maybe that is 
because the road blocks are so clear, so definite and well -defined and concrete that they seem much 
more real than any dream we might have for human flourishing. But if this text tells us anything, it 



tells us that the road blocks should not be the end of the story. Jesus doesn’t seem to care about them 
at all. 
  
“You give them something to eat,” he says.  
  
Phyllis Shaughnessy heard Jesus say that and she responded. But she doesn’t run Green Lantern 
Lunches all on her own. She gets community support and she gets help from her congregation, St. 
John’s Chapel by the Sea in Moclips, Washington. I looked up that congregati on on the PCUSA 
website the other day. According to its last statistical report, the congregation has 16 members, 10 of 
whom are over 65. Yes, you heard me right: this entire church membership, that helps to make and 
distribute over 35,000 lunches a year, is the size of First United’s church council. Its annual budget is 
about $35,000. 
  
We should never underestimate what God can do with a small group of people who have a dream, 
especially if Jesus is at their center and they are led by a Presbyterian woman  who has her mind made 
up (and I am sure that UCC women can be equally formidable). We should never close the door on 
what might be possible when the Spirit breathes compassion, and sensitivity, and imagination into a 
group of Jesus followers.  
  
“You give them something to eat,” says Jesus. In this story, the disciples and the crowd and Jesus 
figure it out. They take inventory. They get the people organized. The people cooperate. And they 
end up with more abundance than they could have hoped or imagined.  
  
The miracle here is not just the multiplication of the food. There are a bunch of miracles in this story 
and one of them is that a small band of tired, hungry disciples found a way to create abundance in 
the wilderness. They found a way out of no way. That miracle is available to all disciples who are 
willing to heed the call of Jesus and believe in the wild, impossible promise of his Spirit.  
 
“You give them something to eat.” With God, more things are possible than we sometimes dare to 
imagine. Amen. 
 


