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Today’s gospel reading brings us face to face with the problem of miracles.   

We have been reading consistently through the gospel of Mark in our lectionary 

readings. Starting today and continuing for the next several weeks we turn to the 

gospel of John.  John writes a very different gospel to Mark.  There is a change in the 

feel of the story, a change in literary character and style – but it is an important 

change to make as we benefit from hearing the ways that John explores and elaborates 

the two stories - the feeding of the 5000, and the walking on the sea, and then, 

although we are looking ahead to next week, then John elaborates the imagery of 

bread.    

So in our readings this week we read John’s telling of the story of the feeding of the 

multitude, and of Jesus’ walking on the sea and next we hear John’s particular 

reflection about these texts.  And, as I said, we come face to face with the problem of 

miracles. 

For us, a miracle like the feeding of the 5000 is a particular sort of problem.  Jesus 

walking across the sea is a problem.  They are events that stand outside our 

understanding of the world, and the ways that we see the world working around us.  

This is certain. They are also a problem to us in another range of other ways.  They 

are very much one off events.  In a world that still knows of starvation and extreme 

poverty; in a world that knows of the destructive power of floods and storms, a 

presentation of miraculous control over food, and over water poses particular 

problems.  Why then, in those situations of need – why not now in Ethiopia, Sudan, 

Bangladesh, Queensland, Victoria.   

In a world that knows of poverty, starvation, and natural disaster, it can seem like a 

cruel fantasy to speak of loaves being multiplied for one group of people at one 

particular time.  It can seem painfully unreal to speak of the stilling of storms, of 

walking on water.  In our experiences, in our world things do not happen that way, 

and to think of it, to preach of it is cruel and unreal.   

So many reading and interpreting these texts point us in a different direction, a 

different understanding of what is happening here, an understanding which moves us 

away from some of our problems with miracles. And it is indeed possible that in their 

origin the stories may not have had a miraculous focus.   

Instead of a miraculous multiplication of a small amount of bread, this understanding 

would point us to a different sort of miracle, the miracle of the opening of hearts.  The 

meal of loaves and fish was started in the presence of Jesus, certainly, but also 

required the willingness of one young boy – no doubt a hungry young boy, I have met 

few who were not!! A hungry young boy with five loaves and a few fish, who was 

willing to offer them for others, willing to share them.  This openness, generosity, 

many interpreters argue, may have been the trigger for others to break open their 



meager supplies, and to share what they had with others, making this event not the 

breaking of laws of physical reality, as we understand them, but an oversized “bring 

and share” lunch.  

In a world where we know of anxiety to hold on to what is ours – this would seem 

miracle enough.   

It seems clear that in our world there is enough food for us to end world poverty, if 

only we would act like this boy, and share what we have.  To us, for us, for all people 

and nations to be willing to share, to find generosity for others, this would indeed be 

miracle enough.  

This does not come anywhere near, however, to being miracle enough for John – or 

for the other Gospel writers.  It is not that John wants to drive home a point about a 

miraculous multiplication of loaves for a simple meal for a large crowd.  John seems 

to have little sympathy for the crowds – because they have such a strong focus on the 

multiplication of bread, those crowds who follow Jesus simply because of the 

miracles (6:2). It is clear that to John the people reach the wrong conclusion by 

putting their faith simply in the miraculous, when they read the events, and conclude 

by trying to make Jesus king (6:14-15).  

Our problems are often centered around understanding what happened with the loaves 

– and we can readily jump to seeing an explanation that to us, would be miracle 

enough.  The crowds around Jesus do not have our problems, but they also fail. They 

fail to John as they fail to see that the miracle is a sign of something much greater 

than abundant food. (6:26). 

John is not denying the miracle, but he is making the point that there is something to 

be seen here which goes beyond the miracle of the loaves.  

The real meaning of the event is that it is a symbol that Jesus offers the true bread.  

Jesus is the true bread and will be broken and shared in the bread and wine of the 

eucharist. As the healing of the blind man in John 9 points to Jesus as the light of the 

world, with its key phrase:  ‘I am the light of the world;’  

As the raising of Lazarus in John 11 points to Jesus as the resurrection and the life, 

with its key phrase: ‘I am the resurrection and the life,’ so also it is here, firstly with 

the phrase, ‘I am the bread of life’ (6:35) 

 John consistently takes stories from the tradition about Jesus and moulds them so that 

they make statements about who Jesus is for us. Using images of daily necessity, like 

bread, water, light, life, John is declaring that our deepest needs are to be found in 

him. To relate to Jesus is to relate to God. In this way John merges diverse traditions 

and images into a single simplicity: our relationship with God. 

We find a similar focus in the second episode we read today.  Like in Mark, John 

closely links this episode with the feeding: Jesus’ walking on the sea. It is significant 

that it is walking on the sea, not just walking on water.  (Even if in our translation the 

word is translated as “lake” not “sea,”).  Sea, not just water is important here.  It is the 

image of the deep, threatening, the source of danger, and sea monsters, the world of 

pre-creation chaos that is meant here.  To walk over the deep is already a statement 

about victory over powerful forces. The imagery is rich and recalls the crossing of the 

Red Sea and the crossing of the Jordan, imagery of creation, imagery of the deeps in 

psalms and Job. 



As he approaches the disciples in the boat Jesus declares: ‘It is I’, and this is not 

simply a greeting, or self identification.  The phrase is, literally rendered,  ‘I am’.  It 

echoes the language of self presentation of God to Moses at the burning bush and 

echoed in Isaiah (43),  It captures the essence of all of those statements starting with 

“I am” in John – the light of the world; the resurrection and the life, the bread of life.   

It is here that we learn the truth about Jesus – and about the feeding of the 5000. To 

relate to Jesus is to relate to God. The two are one. What matters most is this 

relationship of shared life, of Jesus with God and so of all believers with God. 

Ultimately only in this and its consequences in daily living do the stories of Jesus find 

their fulfillment: not in the role of endless, even miraculous feeding of hungry people, 

not in a complete and generous sharing of what resources we have, but in this 

realization of who Jesus is, this simple reality of our shared life with God.  
 

*** 


