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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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Well, first of all, it seems I had so much to say about the first
miracle in last week’s gospel, the feeding of the 5,000, that I didn’t
get to say anything about the second one, Jesus walking on water.
So, since it’s pretty important, let me give you the Cliff Notes
commentary.

After feeding the 5,000, when the crowd decided that Jesus must
have been the prophet like Moses that God had promised, they
decided that they should make him their king. At which point,
Jesus took off further up the mountain to be by himself. That
evening, the disciples sailed across the sea of Galilee, without
Jesus. A sudden storm came up, as they often do there, and the
disciples were pretty anxious. Then they saw Jesus walking across
the water toward them, and were terrified. Who knows what was
going through their minds! But he said to them, “It’s me; don’t be
afraid” (6:20). Then they took him into the boat and they made it to
Capernaum. 

These two miracles go hand-in-hand because together they
demonstrate that Jesus is the fulfilment of the Passover and the
Exodus. Just as God led his people to freedom by parting the
waters of the Red Sea so that they walked through it without
getting wet, and then fed them in the wilderness with the 
mysterious bread from heaven, the manna, so Jesus fed the 5,000
in the wilderness from five loaves and two fish, and then walked
across the sea to save his disciples. So, having established his
credentials, so to speak, having demonstrated his divinity, he goes
on to teach the people what it means that he’s the true bread that
has come down from heaven. Now on to today’s gospel.

If you were to pay my admission to an art gallery, you’d be wasting
your money. I’ve never developed an appreciation for fine art– I’m
talking about paintings and sculptures. I’ve studied it a bit in
college, but still... I just can’t see all the things that real art lovers
see in a painting. I tend to walk around the exhibits basically
glancing at the pictures, then reading the blurb underneath, and
moving on to the next one. I can tell you a lot about an icon, but a
Picasso– forget it! Norman Rockwell is my favorite painter; maybe
Edward Hopper second. But a fine-art purist would insist that
Rockwell was not a real artist, but just a commercial illustrator, a
designer of magazine covers. 

Well, in this chapter of John’s gospel, Jesus is dealing with a whole
crowd of people like me. They weren’t getting the picture he was
painting for them. They could only see the superficial, the stuff on
the surface. He fed 5,000 of them with a very small amount of
food. And when they’d had their fill, they gathered up twelve
baskets full of leftovers. Then, knowing that he hadn’t sailed away
with his disciples, yet finding him in Capernaum when they landed
there the next day, it didn’t occur to them that this miracle worker
could have got himself there by way of another miracle. 

There are people in the modern Church who just can’t wrap their
minds around miracles, even some biblical scholars and
theologians. Some don’t believe in them at all, even though they
stand up in church and say they believe in a God who rose from the
dead. Go figure! Others probably just don’t think about it much, so
that whenever they do witness a miracle– and all of us do see them
more often than we realize– it just doesn’t register that God has
done something supernatural right in front of them. It’s usually the
case that the secular, worldly view is what dominates our thinking,
so much so that we hardly ever think about the fact that the
physical world– what we can see, hear, taste, touch and smell– is
really only a small part of God’s much greater creation. We all
need to work on that. We all need to be more in tune with the
supernatural, which means that we all need to learn how to think



biblically, about what God has revealed about himself and his
creation, and to be ever mindful that every bit of it is holy and that
it proclaims the glory of God. And that God routinely breaks into
the material world and uses ordinary stuff to do extraordinary
things– the sacraments. The biblical scholar Fr Rodney Whitacre
says that the miracles in this chapter of John’s gospel present “a
challenge to a secular view of the physical realm” (John, IVP: 1999,

149). 

And that’s exactly what Jesus was doing with this crowd. “When
did you get here?” they asked him. He doesn’t answer that question
directly, because it sidesteps the bigger issue. “I tell you, you are
looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate
your fill of the loaves.”  The important thing to them seems to have
been that they got a free meal, never mind the amazing way it was
provided to them. They were hoping for more free food, which
would have given them an economic leg up, because otherwise
they’d have had to buy food, or eat what they’d worked hard to
grow. Jesus had alluded to that in a prophetic way just before he
fed the 5,000, when he said to Philip, “Where are we going to buy
bread to feed all these people?” (6:5). Philip and the rest of the
crowd were stuck in their worldly thinking. Then after they’d all
been fed, when it started to dawn on them that Jesus was the hero
they’d all been waiting for, they wanted to set him up as their king–
but a worldly king, who would flex his worldly muscle. They got
the king part right. So now Jesus is going to try to build on that in
order to paint a true picture of his kingdom. 

That’s basically the way every kind of ministry in the Church is
done, or should be. You start by reaching out to people where
they’re at, and then try to lead them toward greater things. That’s
God’s whole plan of salvation in a nutshell, and the purpose of the
Incarnation. God sent his Son into the world as one of us. He came
down to us in order to lift us up to where he is. The most famous
thing St Athanasius said in the 4  century, and that greatth

theologians have been repeating ever since, is that “the Son of God

became man so that we might become God” (On the Incarnation, 54.3).
C.S. Lewis tweaked it a little bit so as not to scare a lot of
Protestants away: “The Son of God became a man to enable men
to become sons of God” (Mere Christianity). I’ve said it two different
ways because you all need to remember it. So Jesus is reaching out
to these people who are struggling to understand what he’s about,
to lift their attention from worldly things to godly things. That’s
what preachers are supposed to do too. 

“Don’t work for the food that perishes,” Jesus says, “but for the
food that endures for eternal life.” He said pretty much the same
thing in the Sermon on the Mount– another wilderness event:
“don’t worry about your life, what you’ll eat, or drink, or wear.
Life is about more than food and clothing. It’s the Gentiles who
worry about all those things,” the people who don’t know the living
God. But you know him, and you know how he provided for your
ancestors in the wilderness. And he “knows that you need all these
things.” Think instead about what’s really important. “But seek
first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things
will be given to you as well,” first the kingdom, then food and
clothing. What I’m offering, he says to the crowd in Capernaum,
will satisfy your spiritual need, your deepest yearning for the
greatest thing, “which the Son of Man will give you. For it is on
him that God the Father has set his seal.” It is him whom God has
authorized, whom God has anointed for this purpose. “It is your
Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom,” he tells the
disciples elsewhere (Lk 12:32). It’s a kingdom like nothing this
crowd knows about. 

Don’t work for worldly things, he said to them. Then they said to
him, “What must we do to perform the works of God?” to work for
godly things. Jesus answered them, “This is the work of God, that
you believe in him whom he has sent.” I don’t know how they
understood that, but I imagine that a lot of modern, worldly-minded
folks, both in and outside the Church, on hearing that “the work of
God” is simply to believe in Jesus, would probably be thinking,



“that’s work? Believing is simple, either you do or you don’t.” But
that’s not quite true. 

Quite often belief is confused with opinion. “I choose to believe
that the Russians interfered with our election, because I refuse to
believe the American people would put that man in the White
House.” That’s not belief, it’s opinion. But it’s not my opinion!
Ministers of the Gospel need to stand above worldly politics.

Real belief, the kind Jesus is talking about here, is work, action.
Believing in him is not for the lazy or the faint of heart. It requires
discipleship– following him, learning from him, becoming like
him, worshipping him, all of which has to happen within the fold
of his Church. It’s community work– you can’t do it on your own,
because being a lone ranger in the kingdom of God is not one of
the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Belief in Jesus can also be dangerous.
Millions have lost their lives for refusing to compromise their faith. 
And in lots of cases, clergy who refused to compromise have been
forced out of their ministries by leaders who have compromised. St
Athanasius is the most famous of those. So believing in Jesusf is
work. And because it’s communal work, the Greek word meaning
work of the people is leitourgia which, in English, is liturgy, which
has two components. The first is when God’s people gather to
declare our belief and to be nurtured by the God we believe in; the
second is expressed as we leave here to live out what we believe in
the world. That’s often the hard part, and it becomes increasingly
difficult to do if we’re not committed to the first part. So the work
of God is “that you believe in him whom [God] has sent.”

So they said to Jesus, “What sign are you going to give us then, so
that we may see it and believe you? What work are you
performing? Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness.” Can
you do something like that. But instead of losing his cool and
yelling, “I just gave you a sign!” he persisted in leading them
forward. It was fairly common for people to credit Moses with
doing all those great things in the wilderness– Moses gave the law;
Moses gave them heavenly food; Moses struck the rock and water

poured out. So then Jesus said to them, “it wasn’t Moses who gave
you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the
true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is that which [or ‘he
who’– either way in Greek] comes down from heaven and gives
life to the world.” 

They still don’t get what he’s talking about, but they do get that
what he’s offering is something much greater than simple bodily
nourishment. So they said to him, “Sir, give us this bread always.”
Then Jesus says the most astonishing thing: “I am the bread of life.
Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes
in me will never be thirsty. That’s deep, deep theology. And it’s
also where Jesus makes his first bold declaration that he’s God.
And that is going to get him into trouble.

Spoiler alert: Most of those people are eventually going to walk
away. Even some of his own disciples leave him after he fleshes
out this Bread of Life teaching. The challenge for Jesus is that he’s
got to help his audience cut through all the stuff they believe about
God, but which isn’t really true. That’s the challenge of all the
Church’s teachers. And a lot of people, then and now, simply
refuse to give up those kinds of beliefs, to give any consideration
to what Jesus the Son of God has really revealed about himself and
his Father and their plans for us. That’s why “the work of God,” of
believing in Jesus whom God has sent, isn’t for the lazy or the faint
of heart. It can be tough, because forces us to rethink everything
we’ve been taught, or that we’ve chosen to believe apart from what
God has revealed about himself. And that requires serious
commitment on our part to engage his Word, to pray that he will
bless that engagement by giving us light and understanding, to
surrender ourselves completely to his truth, and to devote ourselves
completely to his worship. So I challenge you all not to be that
average Episcopalian who knows very little Scripture, and who can
barely articulate the meaning of the Creed that we rehearse every
week. Be real disciples. Do the work of God. In the Name of ...
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