
Sunday 25 July 2021 (Joy Middleton) 
May the words that I speak and the thoughts of all our hearts be acceptable to 
you Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

We have just experienced a glorious week of summer sunshine and the hymn 
that springs to mind is: 

Summer suns are glowing over land and sea 
 ‘Happy light is flowing bountiful and free’ 
Everything rejoices in its mellow rays 
All earth’s thousand voices swell a song of praise. 

And this morning, for the first time in many months, we can raise our voices 
together in a song of praise albeit behind our masks. 

For some of you the weather may have seemed a little too hot, but for me it 
reminded me of what my mother always used to say when the sun came out: 
“put your face in it”. Not probably recommended by the medical profession 
today. But, after winter, to feel the warmth of the sun on my face was, and still is, 
lovely. When I used to ask my pupils to draw something to illustrate what they 
thought God was like, many of them drew a sun. Probably children living in 
Israel might draw a rain cloud; for them, God’s love and abundance would be 
symbolised by having enough to drink and keep their barren land fertile. 

Our gospel reading this morning is set on a hillside on the shores of the sea of 
Galilee. The author even comments on the fact that there was plenty of grass to 
sit on. Not something we would probably mention, but in Israel it would only last 
for a short time. It must have been spring, when the early rains had made the 
hillside green. I have sat on a hillside in late January looking out at a very blue 
sea of Galilee; the grass was very green, and the temperature warm with a 
gentle breeze. The abundance of grass and wild flowers on that occasion was 
due to the fact there had been heavy rain for the past 2 days and Jerusalem had 
had a heavy fall of snow. But the weather had made the main news bulletins 
because of it’s being so unusual. A bit like our heat wave over the past few 
weeks. 

We also know it was spring when Jesus fed the 5,000, because our author tells 
us that the Jews were about to celebrate their most important festival: Passover, 
or Pessac, the spring harvest. They celebrated 2 harvest festivals a year: the 
grain harvest in spring and the grape or fruit harvest in the autumn. 
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In our OT reading, we heard about Elisha the prophet, 800 years earlier, about 
to celebrate the Grain Harvest Festival. He is approached by Baal-Shalishah 
who presents him with a token of his first fruits, 20 Barley loaves and a sack of 
grain.  

We will return to this a little later. 

So back to our gospel reading this morning. We are told a huge crowd had 
gathered. WHY? Well, not to LISTEN to Jesus, but to see a miracle and perhaps 
seek healing for themselves. We might ask the question: why do WE seek out 
Jesus? Do we take time to LISTEN and REFLECT, or do we constantly petition 
for ourselves and on behalf of others.  

We now move on to the feeding element in this story, appropriately for this time 
of the year, a PICNIC. Jesus sees the crowd heading his way; they are out In 
the middle of nowhere. He is about to teach them, to offer them spiritual food, 
but he recognises they will be in need of some refreshment. Have they come 
prepared and brought a picnic with them? 

As a child, one of the joys of summer was to eat alfresco, usually on Clapham 
Common, a stone’s throw from where we lived. My mother would always come 
prepared, with so much food that my father would say it would feed an army. 

Surely amongst the huge crowd that was approaching Jesus, there would have 
been many women and children. These women, like my mother, would have 
come prepared; they would not want the family to go hungry. But Jesus looks at 
Philip and asks how he thinks they might feed the crowd. We are all Philip. 
Jesus looks at us and the world in which we live and asks us how are we going 
to feed these hungry people? Philip says that six months wages would not feed 
all of them. 

Andrew then enters the picture. A young boy has come forward and offered his 
picnic, 5 loaves [small rolls] and 2 fish - imagine dried sardines. Children some- 
times lead where adults fear to tread - they are not daunted by the enormity of 
the problem. Just look at Greta Thunberg and climate change. Many young 
people now worry about the way we are abusing the planet we live on and all its 
wonderful resources, this GARDEN OF EDEN which God placed humanity in. 

In the past few days we have seen 2 rockets take off with private citizens on 
board so that they can get a glimpse of our planet from space. These men have 
vast resources at their disposal but choose to use them in this adventure. I 

 2



remember when the first pictures of Earth from space were released, what a 
beautiful planet Earth appeared to be compared to the barren expanses of Mars. 
We may not have the wealth of these people, but like the child in the story of the 
feeding of the 5,000 we do have much we can share. Jesus said “unless you 
become like a little child you will not enter the kingdom of God”. Children trust 
more than perhaps we do. We are also probably Andrew in this story when he 
suggests that the child’s offering is farcical amongst so many people. 

And let’s return briefly to the story of Elisha. Can you see the parallel here with 
Elisha telling his servant to share the small amount of food with the 100 people 
who were present, and his servant saying there is nowhere near enough to go 
around. But Elisha insisting and all were fed with some left over. 

Returning to the gospel reading, a similar thing happens: all are fed with some 
to spare. Was it seeing the child offering his small picnic that prompted others to 
get out what they had brought and SHARE. Would this make it less of a 
miracle? Jesus tells everyone to sit down. He then takes the little boy’s offering 
and blesses it before starting to hand it out. Many people have suggested, and I 
agree with them, that this is as much a miracle of SHARING as it is a miracle of 
MULTIPLICATION. If only the world could take this on board, it would be the 
greatest miracle that could ever happen. We would SHARE the resources of our 
planet fairly, there would be enough and more to spare. This miracle relied on 
the people in that crowd as well as Jesus. Not the sensible answer given by 
Philip: “well we, this group of disciples here, don’t earn enough to feed such 
huge numbers”. 

Or was it Andrew introducing the child but dismissing his offering as totally 
inadequate.  
Can we be like that child, can we trust that however small our offering might be, 
in the hands of Jesus wonderful miracles can happen. Can we not be daunted 
by the scale of a problem, but feel we can in our own small way address some 
of the current issues of today. 

And finally we are about to participate in a symbolic meal. We are going to share 
bread together to remember Jesus’s sacrifice on the cross for us. We recall the 
means by which our salvation was obtained. It is reminiscent of the major 
Jewish festival Passover, when by eating certain symbolic foods the Jews 
remember their salvation from slavery in Egypt brought about by God and his 
servant Moses. As Jesus shared his last meal with his followers, the 3 synoptic 
Gospel writers say that he told his disciples: “Do this as often as you eat this 
bread and drink this wine in remembrance of me”. 
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At the moment we cannot of course fulfil the latter part of that instruction. But we 
do still share communion together whether virtually on Zoom or here in Church. 
But back to our reading from the gospel of John this morning. He unlike the 
other three writers does not record the events of the institution of the Eucharist. 
We don’t know why, but neither does he record the baptism of Jesus at the 
beginning of his gospel although it is implied in chapter1. Many scholars think 
that the feeding of the 5,000 and the explanation of it here in chapter 6 is, for 
John, that institution. 

We will return to consider this further next week when we move further into  
chapter 6, where Jesus makes the statement “I AM THE BREAD OF LIFE; 
whoever comes to me will never be hungry and whoever believes in me will 
never be thirsty”. 

I would like to conclude with a couple from verses from a communion hymn: 

We come with Christians far and near 
To find, as all are fed 
The new community of love 
In Christ’s communion bread. 

As Christ breaks bread, and bids us SHARE, 
Each proud division ends. 
The love that made us, makes us one, 
And strangers now are friends. 
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