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2 Kings 4:42-44; Ephesians 4:1-6; John 6:1-15; Psalm 145, You open your hand and satisfy the desire of every living thing.  


I think we all know that in many religious traditions it was and sometimes still is  customary to offer the first fruits of the season to the gods. That was certainly the tradition in the Jewish culture. So today what we heard about in the first reading from the 2nd Book of Kings was the delivery of those first fruits to the Temple. There were 20 loaves of barley bread and a few ears of new corn, and they were to be offered first to God, and then, traditionally,  eaten only by the Temple staff.

However, at the time, there was a famine in the land. So when the first fruits arrived at the temple, Elisha the Prophet told his servant Gehazi to give them to the hungry people instead, because that is what God directed him to do. Poor Gehazi! He not only had to worry about defying the Law by giving away the  consecrated food … he also had to desecrate it by giving  it to the people instead of to the priests  … and he had to worry about a food riot – those 100 people were hungry and 20 loaves of bread weren’t going to go that far.

But amazingly, the food did go that far. Everyone ate their fill.  And there were even leftovers for carryout containers to take home. The God who was and who is and who ever shall – the God who cared more for hungry people than for temple regulations – that God filled hungry bellies in the time of Elisha the prophet and was a foreshadowing of  more belly-filling parables in the Gospels.

It’s interesting to note that the parable of the multiplication of the loaves and fishes is the only parable that appears in all four of the Gospels. In the Synoptic Gospels, it’s a parable about loaves and fishes, of course. But it’s also about Jesus teaching the Twelve about his expectations that they begin to take responsibility for  pastoral leadership in the community. In the parable as it’s told in Matthew, Mark and Luke, Jesus’ closest followers are nearly in a panic as to what to do with all these hungry people. So they ask Jesus what he’s going to do, and in reply Jesus says (paraphrasing a bit),  “What do you mean, what am I going to do – what are you going to do about it?” In the end, of course, Jesus helps out, and everyone gets fed. But the point made in the Synoptic Gospels is that Jesus is increasingly putting leadership responsibility on his twelve closest followers, the closer he approaches his death in Jerusalem.

In the Gospel we heard today, however, it was a little different. John’s Gospel tells us that Jesus not only helped his panicky disciples by praying over the loaves and fishes. He actually distributed the food himself. The people were fed directly by Jesus. The scripture scholar John Dominic Crossan puts it this way:

The point of this miracle parable as written in John’s Gospel is that the food already present and not divinely delivered – like the manna from heaven in Exodus – is more than enough for everyone once it passes through Jesus’  hands exercising God’s distributive justice for God’s people on God’s earth. 
In other words, John uses this parable to introduce the idea of Jesus himself as the Bread of Life. The people received not only bread to fill their bellies, but the very Spirit of Jesus to fill their lives. John’s  parable is not just about food. It’s about just food – in Crossan’s words, the distributive justice that God wants for God’s people on God’s earth. Enough life, love, mercy, compassion, justice for everyone, and then some.


Over the next five Sundays, we will be hearing John’s Gospel proclaimed in texts that are known as the Bread of Life discourses. We will hear Jesus say again and again and again I Am the Bread of Life. I am God’s justice, mercy and compassion come to earth. To live in me is really all you need. 

And I suppose it’s up to us how much we believe Jesus’ words, and how much we live them. No one can deny that these are days when justice  often seems lopsided …  when mercy is overtaken by hardness of heart … and when compassion yields to legislation. It’s not an easy time to remember that God’s justice is always with us, in the person of the Jesus we follow and who dwells within each of us.

It’s tempting to lose heart, to become incapacitated by anger or depression, to give up hope. And yet if we continue to call ourselves Christian,  Paul tells us today that we must live a life worthy of that calling. Paul tells us to treat one another charitably, in complete selflessness, gentleness and patience. We have been told and promised – through Jesus – the Bread of Life – the spirit of God dwells in us, and works through us to bring God’s justice to the world. And don’t forget, Paul was talking to a divided community in Ephesus. There was considerable bitterness between the Gentiles and the Jews in that community. And yet Paul says there is one body and one spirit and one hope, one God who is  Creator of all  … and like it or not, we must talk across the aisle and love, even in the face of tirades and tweets. 

In speeches he delivered over the years, Martin Luther King often spoke some words he borrowed from a Unitarian minister writing against slavery in the mid-1800’s. I personally find the words very consoling these days. Dr. King, and earlier Rev. Theodore Parker said:  The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice. Quoting Dr. King one more time, hear these words:  Evil may so shape events that Caesar will occupy a palace and Christ a cross, but that same Christ arose and split history into A.D. and B.C., so that even the life of Caesar must be dated by Jesus’ name.
These are not words that let us off the hook for working actively to dismantle unjust systems. They are not words of resignation in the face of what is. Instead, they are words that bring us right back to Jesus’ promise. I Am the Bread of Life. I am the God with you, in you. I work through  you. Believe that. Act on it. Live it every day. So long as this world exists, we will never eradicate injustice. But we can and we will make a sharper bend in the arc of moral history. For we are fed by the Bread of Life, and we form the Body of Christ.      
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