
BREAD FOR THE JOURNEY 

John 6:1-15 

“Then Jesus took the loaves and when he had given thanks, he distributed it to those who 
were seated…When they were satisfied, he told his disciples, ‘Gather up the fragments, so 
that nothing may be lost.’  So they gathered them up…(and) they filled twelve baskets.” 

The Wilderness features prominently in the Bible.  Most significantly for us, Jesus was 
tempted in the Wilderness, but that recalls the journey of the Israelites through the 
Wilderness after their liberation from slavery in Egypt.  Likewise, the temptation of Jesus to 
turn stones into bread in order to win the favour of the people recalls the story of God 
providing Manna in the Wilderness when the people faced starvation and became angry with 
Moses and God.  “Why have you brought us out of the land of Egypt where we had food to 
eat, and brought us into this Wilderness where we will starve?!”   

Today, we have find ourselves again in the Wilderness.  Cities, towns and countries are in 
lockdown because of the Coronavirus.  We feel insecure and anxious for we do not know 
what tomorrow will bring, nor do we know how long we will have to be in this uncertain 
Wilderness before we reach the security of the Promise Land.  The supermarket shelves have 
been emptied, and people have stockpiled food and medicines just like the Israelites tried to 
do with the Manna God gave them to make it last longer.  This is the context within which we 
read the gospel for today, not just of Lent when we revisit Jesus’ forty days in the Wilderness 
when he was tempted to turn stones into bread to feed the people, but also the Wilderness of 
this time as we struggle to come to terms with a pandemic and the collapse of the financial 
markets.  Do we have the resources needed for the journey through this Wilderness?   

Today we read how Jesus fed five thousand people who had followed him in the hope that he 
would perform a miracle and deliver them from their oppression and poverty. Jesus was 
certainly sensitive to their need for food, after all it had been a long day and nobody had 
packed a picnic basket.  But in order feed them Jesus needed the help of others, and 
fortunately there was a young boy on hand who had brought with him five barley loaves and 
two fishes.  Without his help there would have been no miracle.  And that is invariably the 
case.  God works miracles, but he usually depends on us to assist. Divine miracles require 
human agency, even if only of a young boy!.  So “Jesus took the loaves and fishes and when 
he had given thanks, he distributed it to those who were seated…When they were satisfied, 
he told his disciples, ‘Gather up the fragments, so that nothing may be lost.  So they gathered 
them up…(and) they filled twelve baskets.” 

Incredible! Jesus not only fed five thousand people with five loaves of bread and two fishes 
contributed by this young lad, but there were twelve baskets full of food left over!  So where 
did the baskets come from?  I had never thought about this until one morning at breakfast 
Isobel said: “I have always wondered about those twelve baskets.  How come they were on 
hand to be filled with all the leftovers?”  Did each of the twelve disciples bring along empty 
baskets in anticipation of the miracle?  The mind boggles and the questions keep coming.  
Why was there so much food left over when there were only five loaves and two fishes 
available to feed five thousand hungry people, and why did the Jesus want all the leftovers to 
be collected?  But that is the nature of miracles.  We do our part and God takes what we offer, 
inadequate as it is for the task, and acts in ways that exceed our expectations.  



But still, we might ask, what did Jesus do with the leftovers? Was he planning to distribute 
them to the poor?  But then would he not have succumbed to the temptation he had faced in 
the Wilderness when he was tempted to turn stones into bread to win the popular vote to 
become the people’s messianic king?  No, John explicitly tells us that when Jesus realized 
they were about to come and make him king because of what he had done, he withdrew by 
himself into the mountain.  The people had seen a miracle and had got the sign they wanted, 
but they totally misunderstood what it meant and who Jesus truly was.  And it is this that 
John writes about in the rest of the passage in which Jesus speaks about the danger of putting 
our trust in miracles which satisfy us for the moment instead of truly trusting God and doing 
God’s will which makes miracles possible.  “Do not work for the food that perishes,” Jesus 
says, “but for the food that endures for eternal life.” In this hour of crisis, we may pray for a 
miracle, but if that is to happen, we should seek to do God’s will.  To pray “save us from the 
Corona-virus” is important but it becomes meaningless if we do not act in ways that help 
answer that prayer by practicing the disciplines necessary for the task. All of this provides the 
preface to Jesus’ teaching that he is the bread of life, and more than adequate to sustain us 
over the long haul. “I am the bread of life,” he says. “Whoever comes to me will never be 
hungry.”  For those who eat this bread, there is always enough, there is always sufficient to 
fill twelve baskets full even when everyone has eaten and been satisfied.”  The journey ahead 
of us may be long and difficult, but God’s resources that enable our agency are more than 
adequate for the task. 

John’s references to the Jewish Passover and to what Jesus did at the last supper when he 
took bread, gave thanks, and then shared it with his disciples, strongly suggest that he has the 
Eucharist in mind.  For this simple fellowship meal was meant to sustain the disciples as they 
went out into a threatening world to love and serve their neighbours.  It was a means of grace 
for the long journey ahead.  This was the bread they needed, the bread which brought them 
into communion with the very life-giving Spirit of Jesus. 

Today as we celebrate the Eucharist, we will only share the bread and not the cup.  But 
virtually all church authorities have advised us advised to cancel all services for the next few 
weeks.  It is not the first time in the history of the church that this has become necessary in 
times of plague. And how long we will do so will depend on circumstances, but we will do so 
at least for the rest of Lent. It has become part of our Lenten fast.  It is also a reminder, as the 
Quakers tell us, that every meal we share even in the isolation of our homes, can be for us, 
Eucharist.  For the thanksgiving prayer we offer before our meals at home is a eucharistic 
prayer, and even when just two or three are present, the Lord is also truly present in our 
midst.  We are being forced by circumstance to focus more of the significance of what we are 
doing, and not to take communion together for granted.  Wherever we break, share and eat 
bread with thanksgiving we are fed by the Spirit with the bread of life and sustained in the 
Wilderness.  This bread is always enough to satisfy our needs and strengthen our souls as we 
seek to serve the world in Jesus’ name. 
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