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• This weekend, Martha and I have the pleasure of hosting some of our wider 
family for my niece’s wedding. My dad’s oldest sister is here, along with 
some of my cousins from Minnesota. They are joined by my brother and his 
wife from Seattle, and my other brother and his wife from New Jersey. You 
can imagine that I’m most proud to mention my granddaughter, Conor, and 
her parents, Hans and Bridget. Hosting all of them, last evening, we were 
able to share a meal on our patio. It was magic. There’s just something 
appealing about eating outdoors. And people everywhere seem to 
recognize this. 

• So it’s no surprise that some of the most memorable scenes in the Bible 
involve meals outdoors. These stories provide us with images of people 
receiving nourishment together, and experiencing fellowship with one 
another. Yet, these significant occasions stand out because they center on 
encounters with God. Sitting down with others at a feast is a potent 
Scriptural image, which connects our life in this world, to our life in the next. 
This is why we gather around a table here today. For Jesus said, “I tell you, 
many will come from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac and 
Jacob in the kingdom of heaven…”  And so, both the Last Supper, and 1

ordinary meals, prefigure God’s heavenly banquet. We gather for meal, 
which we then perceive to be a holy occasion ~ an occasion of fellowship 
with others in God’s presence. When we gather in this way, we see glimpses 
of God’s expansive Kingdom. 

• One of the most evocative of such occasions is found in Exodus 24, in a 
passage that is often overlooked.  After the people of Israel cross the Red 2

Sea, in their Passover escape from Egyptian slavery, Moses gathers them at 
the foot of Mt Sinai, and he reads to them from the book of the Covenant. 
After reading, he sprinkles the blood of the Covenant upon the altar and 
upon the people. To quote from Exodus, then Moses “Aaron, Nadab, and 
Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up (the mountain), and they 
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saw the God of Israel… God did not lay his hand on the chief… people of 
Israel; [and so] they beheld God, and they ate and drank” in God’s 
presence, at the top of a mountain. A shared meal, in God’s presence 
involves seeing the Lord. 

• Writing our Gospel story some fifteen hundred years later, John surely had 
this scene in mind.  Drawn by the signs of healing Jesus was doing, a large 3

crowd follows him into the kind of ‘deserted place’ we heard about last 
Sunday. With the Passover auspiciously near, Jesus goes up a mountain with 
his disciples, and sits near the top. In this scene, the bread of life, the bread 
of heaven, comes down into the midst of God’s people. They eat and drink 
with one another in God’s presence. And they feast upon the unexpected 
abundance of divine gifts, for which Jesus offers thanks. Stunned by the 
power of his new miraculous sign, the people say, “This is indeed the 
prophet who is to come into the world.” 

• John’s next words are telling: “When Jesus realized that they were about to 
come and take him by force to make him king, he withdrew again to the 
mountain by himself.” When the crowd called him a great prophet, they 
acknowledged a parallel with Moses, as well as with Elisha. But to want to 
make Jesus king reflected a powerful but implicit fact. He who proclaimed 
God’s Kingdom, and who did godly signs, was the one in whom people saw 
the presence of God’s Kingdom. If God’s Kingdom was made present 
through him, he must therefore be king! 

• All this was, of course, true! But why, then, at this moment of recognition, 
would Jesus withdraw from them, to be by himself? Because, by wanting to 
make him king, the people implied that he had yet to become king. And 
therefore that, through their efforts, they would make him one. Yet, if he was 
already a king, then all he needed was recognition, not their acts of 
promotion. As John’s Gospel later makes clear, Jesus’ coronation as king 
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does not come from human hands. Instead, it comes when he is enthroned—
as it were—on the cross, through divine ‘hands.’ 

• Later that day, when evening came, the disciples descended the mountain 
without Jesus, and began to cross the sea in a boat. Rowing, rather than 
sailing, because of an adverse wind, they found themselves several miles 
from shore, in the midst of a growing storm. It was then that they saw Jesus, 
walking upon the water, approaching their boat. As John says, “they were 
terrified.” Jesus reassured them, asking them not to give in to their fears. 
John’s closing words are significant. “They wanted to take him into the boat,” 
he says, “and immediately the boat reached the land toward which they 
were going.” 

• “They wanted to take him into the boat.” We always do! We want him with 
us, in our boatloads of trouble, to accompany us in our need, and deliver us 
from adversity. But Jesus does not always come to us to fix our 
circumstances, even if he comes to be with us in our need. Jesus comes with 
a different purpose ~ to take us into his mission, and not just accompany us 
on our own. He will take us where he is going, even if it sometimes overlaps 
with where we think we are going. 

• For the Lord is indeed our shepherd, by whose presence we shall not be in 
want. Though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, we need 
not fear any evil. For like Israel at Sinai, and the crowd beyond the Sea of 
Galilee, he invites us to sit down in green pastures, and he leads us beside 
still waters, even when we feel surrounded by storms. Why? Because he has 
come to revive our souls. To this end, he spreads a table before us, so that 
we may dwell with him in the house of the Lord for ever. 

• This was surely true, not only for the disciples, but also for those crowds who 
followed Jesus into the wilderness. Because of this, we may have a better 
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insight about the disciples’ return journey in the boat. From a recent Gospel 
reading, we will remember that their earlier journey across the sea also 
involved a great storm. On that prior voyage, Jesus was physically with them 
in the boat, but strangely asleep at the height of the storm. He challenged 
them to be people of faith, and to believe. Now, for their return journey, he 
allowed them to navigate back without him sitting there near them. What an 
implicit sign of trust! And, as it turned out, at the height of another storm, he 
had not left them to face it alone. They just needed to see and learn that he 
was always with them, even when they appeared to be alone facing great 
challenges. 

• The same will always be true for us, in our physical and spiritual journeys 
through this life. He is always with us, even when we feel we are alone in our 
fears, against our challenges. May we bless the Lord for all his mercies! 
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James Tissot, The Miracle of the Loaves and Fishes 
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Jesus Goes Up Alone onto a Mountain to Pray                                                               Jesus Walks on the Sea 

by James Tissot 
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John 6:1-21 

Jesus went to the other side of the Sea of Galilee, also called the Sea of Tiberias. A large 
crowd kept following him, because they saw the signs that he was doing for the sick. Jesus 
went up the mountain and sat down there with his disciples. Now the Passover, the festival 
of the Jews, was near. When he looked up and saw a large crowd coming toward him, Jesus 
said to Philip, “Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?” He said this to test him, 
for he himself knew what he was going to do. Philip answered him, “Six months’ wages 
would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little.” One of his disciples, Andrew, 
Simon Peter’s brother, said to him, “There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two 
fish. But what are they among so many people?” Jesus said, “Make the people sit down.” 
Now there was a great deal of grass in the place; so they sat down, about five thousand in 
all. Then Jesus took the loaves, and when he had given thanks, he distributed them to those 
who were seated; so also the fish, as much as they wanted. When they were satisfied, he 
told his disciples, “Gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost.” So they 
gathered them up, and from the fragments of the five barley loaves, left by those who had 
eaten, they filled twelve baskets. When the people saw the sign that he had done, they began 
to say, “This is indeed the prophet who is to come into the world.” 

When Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king, 
he withdrew again to the mountain by himself. 

When evening came, his disciples went down to the sea, got into a boat, and started across 
the sea to Capernaum. It was now dark, and Jesus had not yet come to them. The sea 
became rough because a strong wind was blowing. When they had rowed about three or 
four miles, they saw Jesus walking on the sea and coming near the boat, and they were 
terrified. But he said to them, “It is I; do not be afraid.” Then they wanted to take him into 
the boat, and immediately the boat reached the land toward which they were going. 

Notes: 

 See Matthew 8:11.1

 See especially Exodus 24:9-12, in context.2

 And probably also the story about Elisha, in our first reading. See 2 Kings 4:42-44.3

© Stephen Holmgren 2018 / Sermon for Proper 12  B 18, July 29, 2018                                       !7


