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“The Need to Disconnect in Order to Reconnect” 

Text: Matthew 14:13-21 

 

What have you brought with you this morning?  None of us comes empty handed.  There are 

some who are carrying concerns for the well-being of a friend or family member.  We are 

carrying fears for our future, wondering how bad things are going to get and how we will get by.  

We are carrying a lot of different concerns this morning.  Think about what you brought today.  

Name it.  Hold it gently during this time.  And let us seek God’s guidance together.  Let us begin 

with a moment of silence as we prepare our hearts. 

 

God, our hearts and minds are full.  There are many things going on.  Help us in this time 

to be still before you and to make a small space within our already full lives for your 

presence among us.  Come to us.  Meet us in those hectic spaces.  And bring us your peace 

and assurance.  Amen. 

 

A mother and her young son were out running errands one day.  When lunchtime arrived, they 

stopped at a local diner for a bite to eat.  Practicing safe distance and precautions, they decided to 

eat outdoors.  When the food arrived, they found a spot outside and sat to enjoy their meal.  It 

was a bit noisy outside, with the traffic and other distractions so the mother said, “Let’s say a 

prayer before our meal, but we’ll make it a silent prayer.”  So the two of them bowed their heads 

and began to give thanks for the meal.  The mother finished first and looked up to see her son 

still praying.  So she waited and she waited and she waited some more.  After quite a long time, 

finally the youngster looked up and began to eat his lunch.  Curious the mother asked him, 

“What in the world were you praying about that took so much time?”  With the innocence and 

honesty of a child the boy replied, “How do I know?  It was a silent prayer.” 

 

These are stressful times.  They are hectic times.  When we take a moment of silence, our lives 

can be filled with all those concerns that step into the silence.  Prayers for teachers and parents 

and students.  Prayers for people we know who are vulnerable.  Prayers for those who are sick.  

Concern for those who are facing financial hardships and those who have lost health insurance.  

Worries about the future and what will happen next.  It doesn’t take much for our silence to be 

filled with lots of distractions. 

 

But when we stay with that silence, the distractions can slowly dissipate and we find some clarity 

for how to proceed.  In the silence we discover the things we might otherwise overlook.  Hopeful 

signs that point us in the right direction.  Encouragements that help us keep going.  Insights that 

let us know that we are doing the best we can.   

 



I am reminded of a story that architect Frank Lloyd Wright would frequently tell.  The event 

seemed insignificant at the time, but had a profound influence throughout his life.  It occurred 

when he was nine years old.  He went for a walk across a snow covered field with his reserved, 

no-nonsense uncle.  As the two of them reached the end of the field, his uncle stopped.  He 

pointed out his own tracks in the snow, straight and true like an arrow’s flight.  And then he 

pointed to young Frank’s tracks meandering in the field.  “Notice how your tracks wander 

aimlessly from the fence to the cattle to the woods and back again,” his uncle said.  “And see 

how my tracks aim directly at my goal.  There is an important lesson in that.” 

 

Years later the famous architect liked to tell how that experience contributed to his philosophy in 

life.  “I determined right then,” he’d say with a twinkle in his eye, “not to miss the things in life 

my uncle had missed.” 

 

There are things to be done.  Things that call for our attention.  But along the way, it is advisable 

to go slowly, to look closely, to listen attentively, to veer away from the course in order that we 

may be nourished along the way. 

 

I believe this is an essential part of the reading for this morning but one that is easily overlooked.  

On most Sundays we would focus on the amazing details of a miraculous feeding.  We would 

ponder how it was that thousands of people were fed with only a few fish and a couple of loaves 

of bread.  But there is something that happens prior to the miracle, something so very subtle and 

quiet that we could easily trample over it on our way to the exciting story and fail to see this 

important point.  Before there was a miracle, there was silence.  There was a quiet moment apart.   

This story is predicated with the news that Jesus withdrew to a deserted place by himself.  He has 

been busy teaching, preaching, performing miracles.  But in order to sustain that energy, he 

needed to find a quiet place to pray, to be still and listen, to pause and have his energy renewed.  

He needed to take care of his own spirit, if he was to care for others. 

 

This is a rhythm that will be repeated throughout Jesus’ ministry.  It is what Parker Palmer calls 

the rhythm between action and contemplation.  Jesus is active throughout his ministry, 

preaching, teaching, caring for those in need.  His heart was constantly moved out of concern for 

those around him.  But there are also times when he would walk away from it all for a quiet time 

of prayer and contemplation. 

 

And both of these are important.  In our quiet moments we find the insight that informs our 

actions.  We experience the gentle nudge of God’s Spirit calling us to a particular course of 

action.  The silence informs our action and gives purpose and meaning.  Likewise the actions 

inform our prayers.  We work and minister to those around us and those experiences become the 

source of our prayerful life.  We learn to pray with depth for those who are hurting, able to name 

those hurts, to understand the root causes, to be informed beyond the superficial levels.  The 

actions inform our prayers and the prayers guide our actions.  They are both equally important.   

 

It is easy to get caught in either of these poles and think that our work is complete.  We see the 

injustice of racism in our world and we engage in prayer.  Our hearts are broken by the senseless 

killings of Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery and George Floyd and Elijah McClain and so 

many others and we pray.  It is our starting point, to pray for a change, to pray for peace.  But 



one of the unfortunate things is that our work frequently ends there.  We prayed for Philando 

Castile and Trayvon Martin and Sandra Bland and Amadou Diallo and each time we said 

something has to change.  We said this when 20 elementary school aged children were killed at 

the Sandy Hook Elementary School and when 17 students were killed at the Marjory Stoneman 

Douglas High School in Parkland Florida.  We do what we know to do in times of tragedy.  We 

pray.  And that is an appropriate step.  Sometimes the most meaningful response is to fall to our 

knees and pray.  But if our work ends there, it will always be incomplete.  Our aim must be to 

pray with a desire to understand what we can do to impact the situations for which we pray.  Our 

goal must be to ask God what actions we can do to bring solutions and comfort and help.  It is 

why in the book of James it says that faith without works is incomplete.  Our prayers must move 

us to some form of action. 

 

Likewise, it is easy to get caught in the action side of things.  We desperately want to make a 

difference and so we throw ourselves into the fray.  We work tirelessly to bring about changes 

that bring God’s justice and peace to the world.  Such efforts are often praised by our society.  

We give thanks for those who keep going and going and going.  But the result of such efforts can 

be burnout.  We give and give until there is nothing more to give.  This is why it is so essential to 

find that balance between action and contemplation.  Work for justice with passion and energy.  

Be still and allow your spirit to be refreshed.  God is present in both the action and the 

contemplation, renewing us, guiding us, encouraging us.   

 

There is a lot of work to be done.  There are many needs.  They are important but can feel 

overwhelming.  Jesus gives us a model for how to manage that stress.  It is not a complete 

disconnect that says, “Let someone else figure it out” or “It’s not my problem.”  He doesn’t hide 

from the needs of his time.  But the example he provides is to find those moments to disconnect 

so that we can better engage with energy and enthusiasm.  Before there was a feeding of the 

thousands, Jesus spent some quiet time alone.  He cared for his own spirit so that he would be 

able to care for others.   

 

There is an old Chinese story from the 5th Century B.C. called “The Woodcarver.”  It is about a 

community that had a beautiful bell and bell stand in the center of their community.  They rang 

this for special occasions and it was a treasured part of their community.  But with time the bell 

stand deteriorated.  The prince summoned all the artisans and woodcarvers to the castle to ask 

that they create a new bell stand.  Many bell stands were submitted, but not one seemed to be 

what the prince was searching for. 

 

Then one day a woodcarver brought a bell stand to the prince.  He was astounded by its beauty.  

Everyone admired his work.  They asked the woodcarver what his secret was.  This is what he 

said, “When I began to think about the work you commanded, I guarded my spirit, did not spend 

it on trifles that were not to the point.  I fasted in order to set my heart at rest.  After three days of 

fasting, I had forgotten all gain and success.  After five days I had forgotten praise or criticism.  

After ten days I had forgotten my body with all its limbs. 

 

“By this time all thoughts of your Highness and of the court had faded away.  All that might 

distract me from the work had vanished.  I was collected in the single thought of the bell stand. 

 



“Then I went to the forest to see the trees in their natural state.  When the right tree appeared 

before my eyes, the bell stand also appeared in it, clearly beyond doubt.  All I had to do was to 

put forth my hand and begin. 

 

“If I had not met this particular tree there would have been no bell stand at all.” 

 

What I hear in this story is how that quiet time before beginning helped inform his choice in 

finding the right tree.  In that time of fasting and meditation, he was able to let go of all 

distractions…the distraction of fame and fortune, the distraction of fear of failure, the distraction 

of worry about other people’s opinions.  He was able to focus solely upon the issue at hand.  And 

the result of this time of reflection was evident in the work that followed. 

 

In these stressful times, we need that reminder.  We need the image of Jesus walking away from 

the distractions to withdraw to a quiet place and the encouragement for us to do the same.  We 

need that image paired with the miraculous moments to know that they go hand in hand.  The 

one supports the other. 

 

Several years ago we took the kids to St. Augustine, Florida and visited a lighthouse there.  The 

caretaker explained that in order to keep the lighthouse operating each day, the keeper had to 

wind the mechanism much like a clock.  If the mechanism wasn’t wound, the lighthouse would 

cease to function.  Also the keeper had to carry thirty pounds of oil up 219 stairs to keep the light 

lit.  This had to happen every day.  What is true for the lighthouse is true for our lives as well.  

We must do the little things to rewind the clock, to replenish our spirits every day. 

 

So remember the question I began with.  What did you bring with you this morning?  What are 

the fears and concerns, the anxieties and uncertainties, the hopes and the dreams?  What are 

those overwhelming, all-consuming, out of control issues that are more than you bargained for?  

If you have set them aside for a few moments, know that they will be waiting for you when you 

are ready.  But not before you are ready.  Take this time to be still and receive a fresh gift of 

God’s peace in your life.  Let that peace renew your spirit so that you can face the challenges 

with a renewed sense of hope.   


