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The hummingbirds in my backyard  
 have been doing a summer dance 
  that begins a half hour before dawn,  
   goes in intermittently through the day, 
    and intensifies in the last half hour of daylight. 
They are pivoting constantly now  
 between a feeder full of sugar water,  
  a native honeysuckle bush, 
   a big pot of firecracker plants, several hanging baskets,  
    and a leggy potted lantana. 
It has taken a long time for us to learn what the hummers like, 
 what to plant in our pots, how to place things  
  so we can see all the action from our living room.  
When we first bought our house,  
 we didn’t feed the hummingbirds  
  and did almost all our planting in the yard, 
   until the deer taught us sad lessons over time. 
The native honey suckle bush didn’t exist there, either. 
 It was a Mother’s Day gift from Rob one year. 
Now it has grown tall, bending over the railing, 
 offering wave upon wave of blooms that attract 
  hummingbirds, bees and butterflies. 
Who knew that we’d be so uplifted every day  
 by the doings in our own backyard. 
  We didn’t. We just began with what we had. 
 
All summer in this sanctuary we have been hearing  
 a series of lectionary readings drawn  
  from five chapters in the Gospel of Mark.i   
We’ve traveled with Jesus as he gathered his disciples, 
 began teaching in synagogues and marketplaces, 
  on shorelines and hillsides,  
   came into conflict with the authorities, 
    and offered healing to people all along the way.  
Following Jesus ministry day by day is what we do  
 in the season of Ordinary Time, 
  and traveling with Mark, the oldest gospel, has been good 
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This Sunday, though, we begin something new,  
 five-weeks of readings from a single chapter in the Gospel of John.   
It’s a chance to take up a slower, more contemplative pace,  
 walking together through one of the Gospel’s central themes: 
  “Jesus as the Bread of Life.” 
 
The author of John has organized his storytelling 
 around a series of astonishing “signs” performed by Jesus 
  that reveal his identity and mission.   
There are eight signs in all,  
 with the resurrection being the final one. 
The author has purposefully written a gospel  
 that matches seven signs to the seven days of creation,  
  plus one more, to represent Christ the New Creation. 
(Don’t ever let anyone tell you  
 that people just sat down and started writing the bible  
  without all kinds of wonderful decisions, choices, and patterns 
   going on underneath!) 
 
The feeding of the five thousand is the fourth sign in John 
 and the only miracle of Jesus that appears in all four Gospels. 
In all four versions Jesus is moved when he sees   
 the hungry, shepherdless crowd. 
But the author of John takes this story in a whole new direction.  
 He wants to show us what Jesus shows the disciples— 
  That it’s time to stop underestimating him. 
 
In this version of the story Jesus and the disciples  
 are already up on the mountain together 
  when Jesus sees the large crowd approaching.  
He asks Philip where they can buy bread for them all, 
 a question Jesus knows will startle.   
Philip jumps right away from the where to the how. 
 Why, it would take a huge sum to buy enough food  
  for each person to eat only a little, he tells Jesus. 
In that same discouraged tone Andrew volunteers  
 that a boy has with five loaves and two fish, 
  but how far can that possibly go? 
 
Jesus does nothing to counter or criticize  
 what Philip and Andrew have to say.  
He simply takes charge of the situation,  
 gives instructions to the disciples, 
  distributes the loaves and fish himself, 
   then afterward has the disciples gather up all the fragments. 
“The answer to [Philip and Andrew’s] closed appraisals,” 
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 writes one scholar, “is a demonstration of divine power 
  that blows realism into a cocked hat.”  
Cautious calculations based on a realistic assessment of resources 
 ignore what is right in front of them, in front of us, 
  a man who can completely redefine what is possible.ii 
 
We don’t go back to the disciples after the meal  
 to see their reaction to this miracle.  
  Instead we get an afterimage  
   of them scrambling over the hill  
    as they pick up enough bread and fish to fill 12 baskets! 
The only reaction we’re offered is from the crowd,  
 who are so wowed by this sign of Jesus’ power  
  they want to grab him and crown him king.  
   Wanting none of that, Jesus slips away into the hills.  
 
Next thing we know we in the midst of another miracle,  
 as Jesus walks across the rough waters of the Sea of Tiberias  
  to rejoin the disciples in their boat. 
   Jesus walking on the water is sign number five.iii 
Make no mistake. John points out exactly  
 which body of water this is,  
  one named for an Emperor of Rome.  
He’s signaling that the crowds  

who came seeking Jesus that day 
  want liberation not just from hunger and from various ailments,  
   but from imperial bondage as well.  
The sea is named for Caesar. 
 But it isn’t Caesar, is it, who has the power  
  to walk on top of the waves.iv  
 
When the story of the Feeding of the Five Thousand  
 appears in the other Gospels,  
  preachers sometimes offer the interpretation  
   that the miracle was not one of multiplication  
    of a few loaves and two fish;  
     it was a miracle of generosity.  
Seeing what Jesus had to start with, 
 people started sharing the food they had brought, 
  revealing that we always have more than enough for all 
   if only people will share. 
That is not a wrong or bad interpretation. 
 Many a powerful sermon has taken that approach and done it beautifully. 
  But it turns the story of the divine power of Jesus  
   into a story about us, while 
    neatly boxing up any miraculous content 
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     so 21st century minds don’t have to be bothered 
      with irrational details. 
Even if you like the generosity reading of the story, though,  
 you can’t take John’s version down that road.  
John has set the story up deliberately. The moment the narrator tells us 
 Jesus asked Philip a trick question on purpose, 
  we know Jesus intends to demonstrate something. 
   He demonstrates that he is the bread that can feed  
    a hungry, restless world and  
     that he desires to provide for us exactly in those moments 
      when we’ve decided based solely on the facts on hand  
       that there is nothing we can do. 
 
Philip and Andrew are the original rowboat Christians, 
 making choices based on the figures in the annual budget  
  and a realistic assessment of what they can handle  
   or happen to be willing to do.            
    They are rowing the boat of discipleship all by themselves. 
For those who may not have around in recent years, 
 we talk a lot around here about making  
  the shift to being sailboat Christians 
   who rely on God instead of only on ourselves. 
Did you hear it in the text? Philip’s instant analysis 
 that there was no point in wondering where to go  
  for food that was going to cost too much,  
   and wouldn’t feed people sufficiently anyway. 
That’s all he had to start with, so that’s where he had to be. 
 And faced with that starting point, 
  despite the time they’ve already spent with him 
   Jesus works a feeding miracle  
    that explodes our every assumption. 
 
Jesus wants for us to be rooted and grounded, as Paul puts it,   
 in the power of his love,  
  wants the disciples and us to know  
   the breadth and length and height and depth 
    of what he can do and will do to fill us with all the fullness of God, 
     leave our 21st century analyses behind, 
      trade them in for a realm that surpasses knowledge.  
 
Beloved, the feeding of the five thousand,  
 the walking on the water are not 
   “How did he do that?” stories,  
   they are “See how he loves us!” stories.  
    We already live in Christ’s provision.  
 Remember, there was no harsh word to Philip or to Andrew, 
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  no correction, no suggestion that they did not have faith.  
 When we are empty, Jesus gives bread that satisfies.  
  When we worry that there is not enough,  
   the breadth and length and height and depth of Christ's love  
    means that there are baskets of leftovers  
     and nothing will be lost.v 
 And if you are struggling with imagining  
  that such miracles are possible,  
   begin with what you have. 
 
If Jesus is an admirable historic figure for you,  
  or a vague representation of someone who loved God really well 
   start there, and ask yourself if that’s all, 
    and if that’s enough for you.   
The Jesus of John’s gospel  
 thinks you deserve more than stark rationality 
  and is offering it to us in these and other stories  
   about Christ’s ability to do far more in us and for us 
    than we can ask or think. 
 
If Jesus is someone you spend time with  
 and look to for help expecting a response, start there.  
That’s the right place to start especially when   
 we’re searching for how to handle any 
  hard or sad or scary or confusing situation. 
None of us has to do anything hard  
 without the bread and meat of faith on hand 
  multiplying all around us 
    to sustain us and give us strength.  
 
If you have the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, 
 then you can begin every day and every endeavor,  
  every decision, or task with a host of memories  
   of all the ways God has fed you before, sat beside you, 
    heard you, held you,  
     and even walked to you through the crashing waves.  AMEN 
 
Holy God, strengthen us in our inner being with the power of Christ’s Spirit, that Christ 
may dwell in our hearts through faith, as we are rooted and grounded in love. AMEN. 
 

i Mark 2-6 
ii Brueggemann et al, Texts for Preaching, Year B, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY, p. 446 
iii This insight and the previous comments about the organization of John’s gospel comes from the online 
commentary offered by SALT: 
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#search/salt's+commentary/164cdad2a61fba09 
iv Op. cit. SALT commentary,  
v Jill Duffield, “Looking Into the Lectionary,” The Outlook, for July 29, 2018. 

                                            


