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A number of years ago, I heard a story about a Sunday School teacher who had to deal with a 
class of young children who were in open revolt. I was never particularly well behaved in Sunday 
School, on those occasions that I actually attended Sunday School and did not sneak up into the 
church attic to play cards and eat candy with my friend Jack Nichols, but that is another story. These 
particular students had been reading the story of Jesus feeding the five thousand, and one child had 
asked: “How do they know that there were 5,000 people?” Not realizing how literal young children 
can be, this teacher, instead of simply saying that maybe the author of the story counted them, tried 
instead to suggest that perhaps there were 4,000 or 6,000—the actual number didn’t really matter—
and with that the students in her class were ready to dismiss the whole of Scripture. 
 Well we know that the actual number of people does not really matter—the teacher was 
correct about that. What is important is that a great many people were fed with very limited resources. 
That is a message we need to hear.  

This is the only miracle story recorded in all four of the gospels. It was an important story in 
the early church and it is important for us today. Jesus was back in Galilee and a large crowd kept 
following him because of the signs he was doing, because he was healing the sick. He went up the 
mountain and sat down with his disciples. It was near the Passover. Take note of that. The Passover 
of course is when God delivered the people of Israel out of slavery and led them into the freedom of 
the Promised Land. Remember that. They are enjoying a good time together when they look up and 
suddenly realize that everybody from all the surrounding towns has decided to drop by. So, Jesus asks 
Philip: “Where can we buy bread for these people to eat?” It was a test. Jesus knew the answer. You 
can hear Philip’s frustration in his response: “Six months wages would not buy enough bread for each 
of them to get just a little tiny bit.” Andrew stepped in, trying to be helpful, pointing out the boy who 
had five barley loaves and two fish, but right away he discounted that. What are they among so many 
people? 

We know all too well the feeling of Philip and Andrew. The needs facing our churches, to say 
nothing of our society at large, are as great as ever. It costs money to keep churches open. It costs 
money to turn on the air conditioning on hot summer days in Delaware. It costs money to keep the 
organ working and the piano tuned, to say nothing about paying the minister. It costs money to print 
bulletins, to maintain this beautiful building, to share something with those who are in need 
surrounding us and we are not very big and our membership is getting older and we all have other 
obligations as well besides the church. How on earth are we supposed to feed the crowds that surround 
us with only five barley loaves and two fish? 

Every church knows something about these feelings of inadequacy and fear. We are not what 
we used to be. The mainline is on the sideline and we wonder will we even be here in another 
generation or two? And that doesn’t even begin to deal with the feelings of fear and inadequacy that 
are part of our larger society. For a great many people the glass is half empty; we do not have enough; 
how can we possibly find the resources to buy enough food for the enormous crowd that has gathered? 

 This is a story for the likes of us. Against the backdrop of great scarcity, we have a story of 
abundance. When Jesus takes our meager offerings and blesses them, there is more than enough to 
go around, and there is even an abundance left over. For too long, we in the church have focused on 
what we don’t have, instead of celebrating all that we do have from God.  
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John’s gospel, from beginning to end, focuses on this abundance from God. At the beginning 
of the gospel, we learn about Jesus from whose fullness we have all received grace upon grace. (1:16). 
The first miracle of Jesus is one when vast quantities of water are transformed into an abundance of 
really good wine. (2:1-11) Jesus goes to a well and meets a Samaritan woman and talks to her about 
living water. Those who drink the water Jesus gives will never be thirsty. The water that he gives will 
become a spring of water gushing up to eternal life. (4:13-14). Abundance. Again, Jesus proclaims that 
he is the gate for the sheep. Whoever enters by me shall be saved…and I came that they may have 
life, and have it abundantly. (10:9-10) In my Father’s house, he says again, there are many mansions, 
room for a multitude, even space for all the branches of our families to get along well (14:2), and again, 
just in case you weren’t paying attention, at the very end of the gospel, the writer proclaims that there 
is a great deal more that he could write, and if every one of the stories of Jesus were written down, I 
supposed that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.1 Are you getting the 
point? Can you begin to understand? 

With God there is more than enough, even in times of economic downturn, even when church 
membership is dwindling, even when needs are increasing. As Cheryl Bridges Johns writes: “All 
around us are those with knowledge of human need but few resources. There are countless small 
congregations. There are people on limited incomes. There are those with physical or mental 
handicaps. In the face of it, all these resources are like a drop in the bucket. Yet, as this passage vividly 
portrays, in the hands of Jesus, little can become much, the few can become the many, and the weak 
can become strong.”2 

In the church today, we can focus on a theology of abundance instead of a theology of scarcity. 
When I served the church in Hartford, Connecticut, the church had been told that if they continued 
to spend money they way they were spending money, they would run out in about five years’ time. 
They began to focus on all their problems and what they were lacking. They talked about maybe selling 
their church building. They were living in a time of fear. They were a little bit depressed. But then they 
decided to focus on what they did have and the change was incredible. There was an entirely new 
feeling in the church. They didn’t have lots of new members and they didn’t receive any massive or 
unexpected bequest. They still had the same problems and challenges, but instead of spending all their 
time worrying about what they didn’t have, they began looking forward, trying to discern God’s future 
for them. It wasn’t easy, but God has a long history of multiplying loaves and fishes and they are a 
different place today. 

All kinds of things happen when we put our five loaves to work. In 1946, a woman named 
Agnes came face to face with the masses of suffering and dying in Calcutta and experienced what she 
called the “call within the call” to serve those suffering most. She didn’t have wealth or knowledge or 
wisdom enough to serve those poorest of the earth, but God multiplied those five loaves, and Mother 
Teresa, now Saint Teresa built an order of thousands and changed the lives of a multitude.3  

Here in the church where the needs are many and the resources seem few, dream about how 
we might offer our own five loaves and two fish to be blessed and multiplied by the one who came 
that we might have life and have it abundantly. 

Now to the One who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far 
more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, 
for ever and ever. Amen.4  

 
1 Based on Charles Hoffman, More than Enough, John 6:1-21 in The Christian Century, Vol 123 No 15 © 2006. 
2 Cheryl Bridges Johns, Homiletical Perspective, John 6:1-21, in Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 3: Pentecost and 
Season after Pentecost. Westminster John Knox Press © 2009 
3 Ibid.  
4 Ephesians 3:20-21 


