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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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This is year B in the Sunday lectionary cycle, so we’ve been
working our way through Mark’s gospel. We read most of
Matthew in year A, and most of Luke in year C. But because Mark
is so much shorter than those two, we take a break from Mark
starting today, and will spend five Sundays reading through John
6. We don’t cover all of John’s gospel over the three-year cycle,
but we do get quite a bit of it, since we read from John on all the
high holy days, and through most of the Easter season– and always
at funerals. So even though we don’t read every word of each
gospel, and considering that some things are covered in two or
more of them, it’s safe to say that we cover the entire content of all
four of them over the three-year cycle of readings.

Now here’s some not so trivial Bible trivia: Only two of Jesus’
miracles are recorded in all four of the gospels– his resurrection,
and the feeding of the 5,000 that we read about today. The Last
Supper, when Jesus instituted the Holy Eucharist, which is
extremely important to the life and worship of the Church, is only
recorded in the first three gospels, not John. But John is the one
where we find Jesus’ heavy-duty teaching about the importance of
the Eucharist. It’s in chapter 6, which is why we’re taking five
Sundays to read through it. It begins with the feeding miracle, then
in the rest of the chapter we hear Jesus teaching about the nature of
the Eucharist and its paramount importance to the Christian life. So
with the help of St Augustine, we’re going to dig into the miracle
of the feeding of the 5,000.

The whole reason Jesus worked miracles, Augustine says, is to
“lead the human mind through visible things to a perception of the

Godhead.” God’s people understood that, as Nicodemus said to
Jesus, “no one can do these signs that you do, unless God is with
him” (Jn 3:2). In other words, any miracle done by a servant of God–
prophet, healer, exorcist, whoever– is a demonstration of the power
of God. It’s not something any human is capable of doing on their
own; it’s most assuredly God working through that person. And the
whole purpose of miracles is to draw attention to God. 

There’s a story in Acts 8 about a magician named Simon who, as
Luke says, “amazed the people of Samaria, saying that he was
someone great,” i.e. he was doing it for his own glory and to fill his
own pockets. He so impressed the people that they said, “‘This
man is the great power of God.’ And they paid attention to him
because for a long time he had amazed them with his magic.” They
assumed that God was with him. Then along came Philip the
deacon preaching the Gospel, and healing the sick and doing all
sorts of other miraculous things, so that lots of people believed him
and were baptized, including Simon the magician.  The apostles
came soon after and laid their hands on the new converts, and they
received the Holy Spirit (= confirmation). Well, when Simon saw
this, he tried to buy that power from the apostles. But Peter rebuked
him, saying, “May your silver perish with you, because you
thought you could obtain the gift of God with money!” Then he
urged Simon to repent, and he did. And ever since then, attempting
to use the Name of God for personal gain has been known as the
sin of Simony, because it’s an abuse of the power of the Gospel
and of the Name of God.

So whenever you see a Jesus fish in an ad or on a business
card or sign, even if the owner doesn’t see anything wrong

in indicating that he’s a Christian and therefore an honest person,
he’s actually using his religion to make money– he’s committing
Simony, probably without realizing that it’s a sin. The whole
reason for miracles, as Augustine says, is to lead people to God,
not to lure them into your shop.

The other question that’s raised with regard to miracles is one that



we hear quite often: Why didn’t Jesus heal everybody, and not just
a select few? And why doesn’t he continue to heal people who
earnestly pray to him? The short answer is that it’s not about a
particular person being healed, or about God favoring one person
over another. It’s about demonstrating the power of God in order
to direct our attention and our worship to God, “leading the human
mind through visible things to a perception of the Godhead.”
Everybody who’s been healed still has to die sometime, and
everybody who has died is going to be raised again at the last day.
The big question is, are we all going to be eager on that day to live
out our risen life with God, or eager to get as far away from God as
possible. He’ll give us whichever we want. Witnessing his
miracles, no matter who directly benefits from them, is meant to
fill us all with hope for the day when all suffering has come to an
end, when there’s perfect peace and everlasting joy.

Now let’s get into the miracle at hand. Jesus was by this time
drawing large crowds because of his miracles. John calls them
signs in his gospel, because they point to God. Nothing in John’s
gospel is irrelevant; everything is pertinent, every detail is
important. For that reason John only talks about seven
miracles/signs in his gospel, because in biblical numerology seven
is the number of completion, or perfection, and its only in God that
anything comes to completion/perfection. Forgiveness, healing,
salvation, growth in holiness, none of those things is fully perfected
until we come fully into the presence of God. 

As I said, every detail matters to John. The first detail he mentions
in today’s gospel is that he crossed the sea of Galilee because a
large crowd was chasing after him, lots of whom had been dazzled
by his miracles and were hungering to see more. To many of them
it was more of a spectacle than a life-changing event. Augustine
says that little attention is given to the ordinary miracles by which
God governs the universe. “Scarcely anyone,” he says, “bothers to
consider God’s marvelous, his amazing artistry in every tiny seed.”
So people who fail to appreciate God’s ordinary miracles are

dumbfounded by his extraordinary ones, even though they’re really
no more wonderful than the others. So probably a number of the
crowd fell away, but a very large number followed him to the other
side. So he went up a mountain (more like a hillside to us) and sat
down with his disciples while the crowd gathered. 

The Passover festival was coming up. This is an important bit of
context because, with that in mind, Jesus intended for the crowd to
draw the connection from the festival to what he was about to do. 
Passover was the night when God took the lives of all the firstborn
sons of Egypt and passed over the sons of Israel who had killed and
eaten a lamb the way Moses directed, and who smeared the lamb’s
blood around the doors of their houses. After that the Israelites
escaped to freedom through the Red Sea and spent the next forty
years in the Sinai wilderness where God fed them with  the
mysterious bread from heaven which they called manna. John is
beginning to unfold here the connection between Jesus and the
Exodus, the liberation of God’s people from slavery.

Then Jesus gave Philip (the apostle, not the deacon mentioned
earlier) a little test. “Where are we going to buy bread for all these
people to eat?” he said. Thinking in practical terms, Philip says that
six month’s wages wouldn’t buy enough to give them all even a
little bit of bread. That’s an indication of how huge the crowd was,
and also of how far Philip was from understanding that Jesus, who
had already demonstrated his divine power by healing so many,
and also by turning water into wine, could do this too. Meanwhile,
Andrew had found a boy with five barley loaves and two fish in his
rucksack. Barley loaves were small, like our dinner rolls. John’s
mention of those should have reminded the disciples of the event
we read about in today’s first lesson, when the prophet Elisha gave
twenty barley loaves and ears of grain to a hundred people who all
ate and were satisfied. 

Two fish for a boy’s lunch would have been pretty small too. “But
what are they among so many people?” Andrew said. He expressed
both hope and doubt at the same time. Most Christians can identify



with that. But Jesus knew exactly how everything was going to
play out, because he’s God. Bishop NT Wright says that “the
starting point is always to bring what is there to the attention of
Jesus. You can never tell what he’s going to do with it– though part
of the Christian faith is the expectation that he will do something
we hadn’t thought of, something new and creative” (John for Everyone,

1:73).

“Tell them all to sit down,” Jesus said. “There was a great deal of
grass there,” John says. Think of Psalm 23 which we sang last
week: “He makes me lie down in green pastures, and leads me
beside still waters.” The Psalms are the original hymnal of God’s
people, so they should easily have made that connection. The next
thing Jesus did should ring a bell for us. He took the bread, gave
thanks, and gave it to the people. Think about this line that we hear
every week: “...our Lord Jesus Christ took bread; and when he had
given thanks... he broke it, and gave it to his disciples, and said,
‘Take, eat: This is my body...” (BCP 362, 368, 374). Are you beginning
to see the line running from the Passover through Jesus to what we
do here every week? The disciples took the five loaves and two fish
that Jesus consecrated and began passing it out to the 5,000+ on
that hillside. And the more they passed out, the more there was to
pass out, so that after everybody had eaten and was satisfied, they
gathered up twelve baskets full of leftovers. Twelve is the number
of tribes in Israel, the number of apostles, and the number that
represents the Church. Jesus feeds his Church miraculously from
his own substance.

“Christ did what God does,” Augustine says, “Just as God
multiplies a few seeds into a whole field of wheat, so Christ
multiplied the five loaves in his hands.” All the creative power of
God is in the hands of Jesus his Son. “This miracle was presented
to our senses... put before our eyes in order to engage our
understanding,” Augustine says, “and so make us marvel at the
God we don’t see because of his works which we do see.” As for 
all the succeeding generations of believers who weren’t there to see

it firsthand, “faith does for us what sight did for them,” because we
believe their testimony. 

The crowd started saying, “This really is the Prophet who is
coming into the world!” They knew their Bible, so they
remembered how Moses had said a thousand years before that “The
Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among
your own people” (Dt 18:15). “He was in fact the Lord of the
prophets,” Augustine says, “... the Lord is a prophet, and the Lord
is the Word of God, and without the Word of God no prophet can
prophesy.” But the image in the people’s minds of what the great
Prophet would be like had been reshaped quite a bit over those
thousand years by their experiences of conquest and oppression, so
that what the Prophet really was didn’t quite resemble the
conquering hero that the people expected. So as they were plotting
to make him their king, and presumably carry him into Jerusalem,
which would have been quite the wrong thing to do, Jesus took off
by himself. Besides that was nothing like how Jesus intended to
exercise his divine and kingly power. 

It’s kind of like how lots of people couldn’t warm up to Martin
Luther King’s notion of nonviolent resistance. They couldn’t see
how responding to violence with nonviolence could possibly
succeed in achieving justice, but it did. That’s still a very big
problem in the modern Church. Everybody puts their thinking caps
on and tries to solve this or that problem, or to win justice for this
or that cause, but they don’t devote enough time and energy in
consulting God, in praying and searching his Word. So like the
people who wanted to seize Jesus and make him king, our image
of God bears very little resemblance to how he has revealed
himself in his Word and in his Son. That was pretty clearly
demonstrated at our General Convention earlier this month. But
I’m not going to get into that here. 

So stay tuned, because in the coming weeks we’ll see how Jesus
attempted to move the people toward a deeper and truer
understanding of who he really is and what he had come into the



world to accomplish. And hopefully we’ll come to understand that
it’s only by paying close attention to him that his Church can be the
faithful witness that leads people to salvation in him. In the Name
of ...

a.m.d.g.
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