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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. As many of you know, 
I’m a trained historian. I was taught to think historically, to approach the past as a window into 
our human condition, a resource for learning something useful from those who have lived before 
us. So, I know better than to romanticize the past. People sometimes ask historians, “if you could 
go back and live in any time in the history of the world, when would you choose?” For me, that a 
has always been no brainer: I would choose right now, the present. For all kinds of reasons, right 
now is the best time in history for most humans to be alive. Now, that might turn out to be the 
wrong choice, say, if there is a nuclear war, or if climate change gets away from us as it is 
threatening to do. But barring that, this is an amazing time to live. As polarized as our society is 
today, it’s been worse in our history. As much as we have problems with poverty, injustice, 
racism, sexism, violence, and even pandemics—almost all of history has been even worse. 
There’s data to back this up. You may have heard of the Harvard psychologist, Steven Pinker, 
who was out with a book a few years ago on just this topic. It’s called Enlightenment Now: The 
Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress. I haven’t read it, but I’ve listened to a 
number of interviews with Pinker. His reason for writing was to address our present uneasiness 
and discouragement in the face of social unrest and political divisiveness. And he makes a pretty 
good case, from what I have gathered, that things are better than ever and only improving. And 
yet… precisely because I live in the present, with an uncertain future, it is easy to dismiss 
Pinker’s optimism and evidence of progress with the investment caveat, “past performance does 
not guarantee future results.” 
 So, I guess that means I’m a little more like Philip than Andrew in today’s gospel 
reading. The feeding of the five thousand is the only story besides Jesus’ crucifixion and 
resurrection that appears in all four Gospels. So, it must be important. And it is. The central story 
of the Jewish faith is the Exodus, God’s rescue of the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt, and 
the earliest church thought of Jesus’ saving work as a new exodus, an exodus from captivity to 
sin, death, and evil. In all of the Gospels, the feeding of the crowds in the wilderness is a clear 
allusion to God’s feeding of the people of Israel in the wilderness after the escape from Egypt. 
The original audience of the Gospels would have made that connection instantly. But John, who 
wrote later than the others and was thinking about generations down the road, wants to be 
absolutely sure we get it. He’s constantly elbowing his readers in the ribs, metaphorically 
speaking. That’s what his mention of the Passover is here. This is the time when the Exodus is 
remembered and retold, prompted by leading questions like, “why is this night different from all 
other nights?” Jesus asks the question here. “Where will we buy food?” 
 It’s a test, says John. In this case, the kind of text designed to help you learn. The hints 
are first, it’s almost Passover, second, there’s a big crowd, and third, we’re in the wilderness. 
John’s readers are all saying, “ooh, ooh, pick me!” But Philip doesn’t get it. He’s too focused on 
the logistical questions, and thinking, “this is impossible!” To be fair, it’s something of a trick 
question, like the question my pastor asked my before I was confirmed. “How do you know the 
gospel is true?” he asked. If I had accepted his premise, that I’m supposed to know, then I would 
have missed the point of my Confirmation instruction. But he taught me well. So I answered, “I 
don’t know. I believe. I trust the promise.” With all of the clues in front of him, Philip was meant 
to challenge the premise. “We’re not going to buy anything, are we? We’re going to get what we 
need from God, aren’t we?” But Philip, for some reason, is not able to think in those terms. 



 The other disciple, Andrew, has a different attitude. “Here is some food; not very good 
food; a child’s snack—cheap bread, dried fish.” He is doubtful that this is a solution to the 
problem. But there is a glimmer of hope, maybe even of faith, that Jesus can do something with 
this. And that glimmer is enough for Jesus to work with. John doesn’t tell us how it worked, but 
just like in the Elisha story in our first reading, from this meager beginning all the people are fed. 
God is at work here! 
 We don’t know from this story what Philip or Andrew thought after the meal was over 
and the twelve baskets of scraps were collected, whether they were starting to catch on that they 
were in the midst of Exodus 2.0. But we do know how the crowd reacted. Jesus had provided 
them with food, all they could eat. And that was a big deal. They had found a good thing, 
someone who could take care of them like kings are supposed to do, though they seldom deliver. 
For the crowd, Jesus is the goose that lays the golden egg. They want to catch him, to force him 
to be their king and keep coughing up the goodies. 
 All of these three reactions to Jesus in this reading are our reactions in our time and place 
to our encounter with Jesus. As I said, I often I’m most like Philip. I look at the state of the 
world, with all of the challenges that face us and I hold that up next to Jesus’ vision of 
repentance, forgiveness, and abundant life and think, “Impossible. We can’t get there from here. 
We’re too stubborn, too foolish, too self-centered, too infected by envy and resentment, too 
addicted to near-term gratification at the expense of long-term goals. Not going to happen.” 
 And then there is the reaction of the crowd. “Hey, maybe there’s something in this for 
me. Maybe if I play my cards right, if I’m a good Christian, give a little to the church and 
charity, say my prayers – maybe God will reward me with health and wealth and happiness.” 
That’s a trap I’ve fallen into in my own faith journey, and maybe you have too. And as you 
surely know, there are folks out there pitching exactly this as the Christian message, as if God 
were our personal genie in a bottle. Let’s not forget that Jesus walks away from this option. 
 On our good days, though, we’re more like Andrew, possessed of a glimmer of hope, and 
maybe even faith, that Jesus can do something with our lives, with our time, our talent, and our 
treasure, that out of mustard seeds come giant bushes, that from a sprinkling of yeast an entire 
loaf is leavened. Jesus can do something with that. And he does. 
 That final section of our reading with Jesus walking on the water, continues the Exodus 
imagery, with Jesus getting the disciples safely across the sea, and making clear that it is God 
who is at work here. Jesus’ words to the disciples as he approaches the boat are unmistakable. “It 
is I.” This is the Greek rendering of the name of God, Yahweh, “I am who I am.” There is 
Genesis imagery here too. Jesus speaks and the land appears. More elbows in the ribs from John. 
(“Get it?”) 
 Sisters and brothers in Christ, John’s witness and message for the early church is the 
same witness and message for us. God has been and continues to be at work in Jesus, whose 
agenda is bigger than our imaginations, whose persistence is stronger than our pessimism. Life is 
more than bread, more than control, more than security – all things people in this story are 
grasping for – the things we’re still grasping for today. Jesus continues to feed us with his very 
self and continues to deliver us safely into God’s good future. May God graciously grant us, by 
the power of the Holy Spirit, the glimmer of hope and faith given to Andrew, and use us to feed 
others with the loving presence of God in Jesus Christ. And may the peace of God, which passes 
all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


