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When I was a child I had a small children’s book which told the story of 

the Feeding of the Five Thousand. If I remember correctly it was about 

6 by 4 inches and bordered in pink. I loved that book. I read that story 

often. I seem to recall the story was told from the perspective of the 

boy who provided the food that day – a sure winner character in the 

world of unimportant and invisible children. It began with the account 

of the boy’s mother sending him off with a packed lunch so he could go 

to hear Jesus teach. The rest unfolded from there as we have just 

heard. 

But this is not a children’s story. 

It is a dangerous story. It is dangerous precisely because it is so familiar. 

It is a subversive story: a tale intended to change the world. I expect 

any one here today could outline the order of events that occur. That 

does not mean to say we will know what is going on. 

Think about it. This was no ordinary church picnic. The people on that 

hillside where living in an occupied country. The Pax Romana of which 

we so reverently spoke in history class, was a violent, harsh, and 

corrupt dictatorship. One rebel against the power of Rome could lead 

to the crucifixion of all the people in his village. Crucifixion itself is one 

of the cruelest forms of capital punishment ever devised. Everyone at 

that picnic knew you messed with Rome at your peril. 
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The people on that hillside took no great comfort from their king either. 

He was just a puppet in the hands of Rome. And the religious 

authorities were focused on religious argument and rules so they could 

control the faithful and make ordinary people’s lives a misery. Life was 

hard and there was little comfort or hope to be found anywhere. 

Into this environment has come an extraordinary human being. A 

compassionate man, a brave person of integrity and healing. A man 

who knows fear, but refuses to have fear control over what he believes 

to be right and true. He holds no office or position in society, but he has 

arrived on the scene disrupting the status quo. He has no earthly 

authority. He breaks religious laws as he sees fit, hangs out with anyone 

who chooses to show up, and insists that we are about the love of God, 

love of neighbor and love of self. He pays attention to the poor and the 

sick and holds reprehensible human behavior to account. He places 

relationship above all things. And he’s passionate about it. 

And people have responded. On this particular day they are numbered 

in the thousands. They have come to have their hearts filled and healed 

by his love. They are hungry-and not just for bread. 

John describes Jesus as testing the faith of his disciples. Seeing the vast 

crowd, Jesus asks Philip how he plans to feed the people who are 

approaching. Not unnaturally, Philip is horrified, pointing out that even 
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six month’s wages would not cover the cost. Philip is a rational human 

being, a person of intelligence. He has identified the size of a problem 

with accuracy and tells Jesus so in no uncertain terms. Philip knows 

they do not have enough to feed the crowd. We can sympathize. Philip 

is right. We cannot do the impossible. 

Philip is paralyzed by his knowledge of life. His common sense, his 

experience, his knowledge tells him the task is impossible. It cannot be 

done. No wonder he protests. No wonder we protest at the thought. 

Jesus, on the other hand, just has everybody sit down. Taking the small 

stock of bread and fish from the boy with the packed lunch, he first 

blesses and then distributes the food to everyone. After all have eaten 

enough to satisfy their hunger, Jesus instructs his disciples to gather up 

what is left. There were twelve full baskets of leftovers. Jesus 

knowledge told him there would be enough, and it was so. The crowd is 

astounded. 

Generally speaking, this event is understood as the lodestone of all 

Jesus’ teaching about what it means to participate in the kingdom of 

God. No matter which way you look at it, this is the account of 

everyone receiving what they need and there being plenty to go 

around.  There was no pass to get in. You simply have to show up to be 

fed and God provides. It is a snapshot of everything we might hope to 
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be true about the love of God and our capacity to be good and 

compassionate people. It is the difference between human knowing 

and divine knowing. 

But there is more here than meets the eye. Near the beginning of the 

story, John makes a brief reference to the fact that the time of the 

Passover was near. The Passover you will recall was the celebration of 

the liberation of God’s people from slavery in Egypt; of the defeat of 

pharaoh, the escape to the wilderness, and the gift of the Promised 

Land. It was the revealing of the true character of God- the God who 

exercises mercy but demands justice. It was the revealing of the 

identity of the people of Israel as a nation marked out to stand before 

the world in recognition of that truth – that the God of love demands 

justice and exercises mercy. 

Why does John mention this event, celebrated by the sacrifice of a 

lamb and a ritual meal, in connection with the hillside and the bread? 

What is the connection? 

We know, of course, from our capacity to look back at events that Jesus 

himself was preparing to die. Jesus was choosing to die rather than 

betray the love that gave him life and the people entrusted into his 

loving care. He had done nothing wrong, but he was hated by the 

forces of human power and control and he was about to pay the price. 
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The authorities knew that if they could only eliminate his influence they 

would be able to regain control. All they had to do was to get rid of 

him. Their knowing, their knowledge of the world, told them this was 

true. 

They did succeed in killing Jesus. They hung him on a cross and put him 

in a tomb and the authorities thought the problem was over. 

But, as the famous Bishop of Durham, David Jenkins, was fond of 

saying, “You can’t keep a Good God down.” And you can’t. 

There is a deeper knowledge than the knowledge of the powers of this 

world. A knowledge that overcomes even the darkness of death. A 

power rooted in the Good God of love and mercy, who demands justice 

for his people and life for all. 

If you were paying attention to the gospel reading you might have 

noticed that when Jesus took the food offered by the child, he first gave 

thanks before he distributed it. He took the bread, blessed the bread, 

and broke the bread and shared the bread. Jesus would soon become 

that bread. Jesus’ own self  would be taken and broken and he would 

return to share himself with his disciples. 

Soon we too will offer our bread and wine at this altar where it will be 

taken, blessed, broken and shared with the disciples. We do the same 

each Sunday and each time Eucharist is celebrated. We carry Christ 
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within us as we too prepare to give ourselves to be taken, blessed, 

broken and shared with all those God sends to us in love. We are signed 

up for that divine knowledge we learned from Jesus. With God, nothing 

is impossible. God wins in the end. Love wins in the end. Even when we 

can’t see our way clear. 

The importance of any story in the gospels can be evaluated on how 

many times it is repeated. This story appears in all four gospels (six 

similar accounts if you count the feeding of the four thousand in Mark 

and Matthew as well.) We do well to pay attention. We can never 

forget that in God’s kingdom everyone is to be included and there is 

plenty for all. The divine picnic will come at a price but, we already 

know that no matter the cost, love wins in the end. 

I often wonder what the boy who presented Jesus with the food 

thought about that day; how he was affected by the events he 

witnessed. I wonder how it shaped his life thereafter. Whose hunger 

did he assuage? Whose hearts did he heal? Did he remember there is 

always enough? 

I wonder how this story affects us. Do we feed, heal, love and include? 

Have we learned to remember there will always enough? 

Amen 


