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Grace and Peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
During my years on synod staff I would often work with congregations who were visioning for the future.  I 
remember one such congregation that sought to bring all their members into the process.  They conducted 
several small group meetings to discuss the needs of their congregation and community.  It was in one of these 
discussions that one member spoke up and said, “You know why I keep coming to church?  It’s not because of 
the warmth of our fellowship or because of our great programs.  I truly value things like these, but they are not 
the heart of the matter as to why I come to church.  I keep coming to this church because it’s here where I meet 
Jesus – maybe not every Sunday, but enough to keep me coming.  Here he comes to me and embraces me, and I 
go on.  Without that, why bother coming to church?” 
 
Here is where we meet Jesus.  We would do well to keep such an understanding at the center of the directions 
we go and the things we do as we plan the future of our own congregation.  In meeting Jesus, in encountering 
him and being embraced by him, things happen which we would not think possible.  In the person of Jesus a 
power is present which is not only far beyond any human power, but is, in fact, the power of God for the 
salvation of the world.  Our mission, our reason for being, is to be a place where we and all others may come to 
encounter Jesus, and to experience what Jesus seeks to do in our living.  This, for me, is what our gospel story is 
all about this morning. 
 
The story we have heard is the feeding of the five thousand.  It is the only miracle story that appears in all four 
gospels.  The version we hear this morning comes from John, and as he usually does, John puts his own spin on 
this very familiar story.  For John this event is a sign that points out who Jesus is for us both in terms of who we 
have been and who we are now.  In terms of who we have been, John permeates this story with images from the 
Exodus story in the Old Testament.  The feeding of all these people occurs when Passover is near, the festival 
that celebrates the liberation of our ancestors from slavery in Egypt.  This story describing a miraculous feeding 
at the hand of Jesus, is reminiscent of how God miraculously fed our ancestors with manna – the bread that they 
said “came down from heaven” each day as they wandered for forty years in the wilderness after leaving Egypt.  
Jesus is seen by those he has fed in this story in light of Moses.  “This is indeed the prophet who is to come into 
the world,” they say.  Moses was the one through whom “the prophet” had been promised.  “The prophet” 
would take up Moses’ mantle.  “The prophet” would once again create a people of God, lead them into freedom 
and give them a mission in the world.  What Moses did once, Jesus does for us now. 
 
But this feeding is not only described with images of the Exodus, it is also described in light of our own 
sacrament of Holy Communion.  “Jesus took the loaves,  and when he had given thanks he distributed them …”  
Although this is not Jesus’ Last Supper with the disciples – the place where the other three gospel writers 
describe the institution of the Sacrament – John is using here the same words found there.  It is almost as if to 
say the real presence of Christ is found not only in the meal we share together in worship, but any time we feed 
the hungry in Christ’s name.  Here, too, we encounter Jesus – not only in worship, but also in service. 
 
As we talk about the future and the things we need to be doing, it is often very easy for us to see what needs to 
be done, but sometimes then difficult for us to know how to do what needs to be done.  Looking to encounter 
Jesus at these times is also very much the direction our gospel today leads us.  Unique to John’s telling of the 
story is a question Jesus asks of Philip, one of his disciples.  When Jesus looked up and saw the large crowd, he 
asked Philip, “Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?”  John tells us this was a test.  Now, what 
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kind of test do you suppose this was?  What sort of answer do you think Jesus was hoping to get from Philip?  
Jesus, John tells us, already knew what he was going to do.  Perhaps the best answer Philip could have given 
Jesus would have been simply another question: “Lord, what would you have us do?  Tell us, and this is what 
we will do.” 
 
You see, I think much the same test is before us.  How will we do what we understand needs to be done?  
Encountering Jesus in this question is crucial for us.  Jesus knows how to do what needs to be done.  Jesus is 
able to do things we might not believe can be done.  Looking for Jesus to embrace us, looking for Jesus to work 
in our midst, this is when the miracles happen. 
 
The Celtic tradition of our faith understands that there two layers, or two dimensions, of reality.  One is the 
visible world of our ordinary experience.  The other is the realm of God, the place of what is sacred.  Jesus 
works through what the Celts call the “thin places” – the places where the boundary between these two levels 
becomes very thin, almost porous, and soft and permeable.  Thin places are where the veil momentarily lifts, 
and we behold God and experience the power of God.  This is what we need to be about in the future that lies 
ahead of us: being and doing things that enable us to be a thin place, a place of being encountered and embraced 
by Jesus.  For in being such a place, this gospel tells us, freedom is found and hungers are fed.  In being such a 
place, this gospel tells us, we will find ourselves being the blessing God is calling us to be.  In being such a 
place, this gospel tells us, we will be able to do the work we see that needs to be done. 


