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Reflection – August 1, 2021 
John 6:24-35  

 
In a former life I was a summer camp director. Each summer we would 
send our leaders-in-training group to Algonquin Park for a canoe trip. I 
usually had to stay on-site with the campers there, but in the spring I 
got to do the pre-trip with some of my staff. We would drive up to the 
park, making sure we knew the way, and do the route making sure the 
staff leading the trip were prepared and knew the route. I let the staff 
do the packing and the leading for this test trip. Sometimes it was really 
hard not to interfere and take over. 
 
I remember one trip in particular, before we left I ran down the 
checklist, asking if they had everything before we left home base, trying 
hard not to be too dictatorial. The guys insisted they had everything, so 
we made the 5 hour trek to Algonquin. As we set up camp that first 
night, the guys discovered they had left most of the food at home. We 
survived for four days on trail mix and hot dog buns (minus the hot dog 
itself).  
 
I was grateful when we got back and had a real meal. I couldn’t 
remember ever tasting anything so delicious.  
 

This week we explore a passage from the gospel of John. Directly 

preceding this story is John’s version of the feeding of the five thousand 

— that story continues, with the crowds hungry for more and Jesus 

challenging them (and us!) to move beyond the miraculous meal on the 

hillside to the even more amazing “bread of life.” This is the bread Jesus 

gives, and at the same time the bread Jesus is. As one mystery leads to 

another, we move even closer to John’s portrait of the essence of 

Christian faith. 



2 
 

Far from a bucolic scene of feeding and teaching, the underlying 

dynamic in this story is of a mob chasing Jesus across the landscape. 

Remember, the crowds arrived uninvited in the first place, and after the 

astounding meal, they seek to take Jesus forcibly and make him their 

king (6:1-5; 6:15). Jesus withdraws and crosses to the other side of the 

Sea of Galilee — and the mob, at once aggravated and desperate, 

commandeers boats to pursue him (6:24). The atmosphere is tense and 

laced with threat (“they were about to come and take him by force” 

(6:15)). 

As verses 22-24 make clear, the crowds are confounded as to how Jesus 

has traveled across the sea — and they suspect some wondrous 

explanation, asking, “Rabbi, when did you come here?” But Jesus 

changes the subject; this group is too focused on astounding physical 

wonders, so he omits any description of walking on the water. He has 

already gotten their attention with such marvels, of course, but now he 

wants to draw them into deeper, more important matters. 

And so he challenges them to take another step. It’s as if he says 

physical food has its place, but there’s another kind of nourishment 

even more essential to your wellbeing, and God means to provide it for 

you, just as parents should provide for their children. In Matthew’s 

Gospel, Jesus puts it this way, again quoting the exodus story: 

“Humanity does not live on bread alone” (Mt 4:4; Deut 8:3). There is 

another form of food, a deeper nourishment, a heavenly “bread,” so to 

speak, that we require in order to thrive — and Jesus has come, he 

says, in order to provide it. Matthew and Deuteronomy call this 

nourishment “every word that comes from the mouth of God”; John 

calls it “the Word” that was with God, and was God, all the way back to 

the beginning (John 1:1). 
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Jesus calls this deep nourishment “the food that endures for eternal 

life” — literally, “the food that remains (menei) into (eis) eternal life.” 

For Jesus, “eternal life” is a mode of intimate, mutual indwelling with 

God that can begin here and now. It is about relationship. It makes us 

think about what it means to believe that Jesus is Emmanuel, God with 

us, that God through Jesus is present in the world. 

And yet — the anxious, desperate crowds remain skeptical, still hung 

up on “signs and wonders.” “What sign will you give us,” they ask, “so 

we can trust you?” The question itself betrays their lack of 

understanding, they don’t yet see all of who Jesus is. Just the day 

before, Jesus publicly performed an astounding sign! Indeed, the need 

for such supposed “proof” is insatiable; no matter how many wonders 

we may see, we’ll always ask for one more. In fact, the more wondrous 

the wonder, the more we’ll be tempted to request an encore, one more 

hit, just to be sure… In this way, the story dramatizes the idea that our 

faith, our trust, our deepest sense of assurance must have other 

foundations. It can’t rely on the ultimately flimsy ground of “signs and 

wonders.”  

 

The biblical scholar, Raymond E. Brown presents this gem of a story as a 

nearly “perfect parallel” between to the earlier one between Jesus and 

the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4:1-42). The woman asks Jesus 

for water; the crowds ask him for bread. Jesus responds to the woman 

that there is another, more deeply nourishing water, “living water” 

(4:10); compare his reference to “true bread” (6:32). Misunderstanding 

this special water as physical, the woman asks for it, saying, “Sir, give 

me this water”; likewise misunderstanding, the crowds say, “Sir, give us 

this bread” (4:15; 6:34). And then, with an “I am” statement, Jesus 

declares his identity (4:26; 6:35), “I am the bread of life”. Thus, John 
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highlights this repeated dance — encounter, misunderstanding, 

invitation to deeper insight — as typical for the learning involved in 

discipleship. Accordingly, Jesus calls us, too, to move beyond narrowly 

focusing on “signs” and broaden our perspective into wider, deeper 

forms of trust in God. 

In the background here is the exodus story, and in particular the story 

of the Israelites, Moses, and the manna in the wilderness. A story that 

would be more than familiar to the audience of the day. It is one of the 

foundational stories for the Jewish people. It is a multi-dimensional 

story about relationship (I will be your God and you will be my people), 

liberation, trust, memory, provision, forgiveness, presence and mission.  

Likewise, the crowds anxiously focus on their own capacities and works: 

“What must we do to perform the works of God?” (John 6:28). They 

seek control, power, protection against their vulnerabilities. In this 

sense, their trust is rooted in themselves. And so Jesus responds by 

saying, in effect, When it comes to your most fundamental 

nourishment, root your trust not in yourselves but in God, the God of 

love who cares for you. This is the “work” of God for you to do: put your 

trust in God, not in your own works. I am the one God has sent to you, 

so come to me; trust in me. You seek a sign so you can trust me — but I 

am the sign! I am the bread from heaven, the bread of God, the bread 

of life! (John 6:32-35). 

John’s “cosmic Christ” perspective is worth bearing in mind here. For 

John, Jesus is the Word of God made flesh, and the whole cosmos 

comes into being through the Word (John 1:1-3). And so when Jesus 

says, “I am the bread of life,” he’s not carving out a sacred niche for 

himself in the midst of a perishable creation; rather, he’s revealing his 

identity as the broad and deep wellspring of life throughout creation, as 
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if to say, "Wherever there is life, I am there, creating and sustaining and 

nourishing — I am the bread of life!" 

John’s gospel doesn’t include the last supper. For John, all of Jesus’s 

life, not just his impending death institutes the sacrament. Many of you 

know how much I love communion, some of my friends are very 

amused about my affinity with the sacrament. It makes me feel 

connected to the Triune God, the saints that have come before me, my 

local faith community. It is a physical, tactile summation of the whole 

gospel and a reminder of that I am beloved, provided for (the Bread of 

Life), and forgiven. I think about all the stories of meals in the bible, 

especially the meals that Jesus shared, how they help reveal who Jesus 

is. The beloved community of faith ever since have gathered at the 

table together as the body of Christ. We share our lives with each 

other, take in nourishment, and remember the one in whose name we 

gather. I remember the little country church I grew up in and the feast 

that happened every Sunday after church at coffee hour, of Mrs. Butner 

teaching us to make crepes, of youth spaghetti dinner fundraisers, of 

potlucks, of teas after funerals, of Messy Church meals. For me, that 

has been one of the hardest things about living through this pandemic – 

not being able to gather and break bread together. I have felt a bit of a 

disconnect from people. Food is something that binds a community 

together. Today’s passage from John reminds us that when we eat 

together in Jesus name, especially the sacrament of communion, we 

are not just remembering Jesus, but we are being fed with the Bread of 

Life, we are sharing in all of Jesus’ life. 

At its heart, this is a story about hunger and thirst: physical, yes, and 

also the many other kinds of hunger and thirst that shape our daily 

lives. The crowds are ravenous — for food, for health, for protection, 

for a king, for power, for righteousness, for salvation — and they 

desperately misinterpret Jesus, first as a potential monarch and then as 
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a wonderworker who will show them how to “perform the works of 

God.”  

But Jesus has another kind of nourishment in mind. He wants to draw 

us into a higher, deeper, more genuine form of human life and health, a 

life abiding in God, even as God abides in us. This is the life we are 

made for. This is the “true bread” for which we hunger and thirst, right 

down to our toes — and we sense, however dimly, our disconnection 

from this nourishment, this genuine form of human-life-in-God, of God-

with-us, this companionship into which Jesus calls us every day. 

For John, this is what “faith” is really all about: not merely intellectual 

assent to some particular set of claims, but rather a deeply relational, 

emotional, intellectual, existential trust in God, a bone-deep sense that 

God loves us and cares for us, and a consequent impulse to live with 

love, gratitude, and grace. To be companions with God, a 

companionship — and remember, the “pan” in “companionship” 

means “bread” — Jesus eventually calls “friendship” (John 15:15). The 

feeding of the five thousand, then, turns out to be an entryway into an 

even wider insight and invitation: God gives us not only our “daily 

bread,” but also the bread of heaven, the bread of life itself. Humanity 

doesn’t live on physical bread alone. There’s another bread, another 

food that God provides, another manna in the wilderness. Hearing this, 

we might well say, with the crowds: Give us this bread always! And 

Jesus replies, I am that bread — come to me, and trust in me, and be 

fed, and thrive. For just as Jesus is God’s Word made flesh, he is also 

God’s love made tangible, the bread that “gives life to the world” (John 

6:33). 
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I wonder: 

• when you have been hungry? 

• when a meal has left you feeling filled and fulfilled? 

• who you share your table with? 
 

Sources: 
https://www.saltproject.org 

www.workingpreacher.org 
Feasting on the Word Commentary  

 
A blessing 

By the beauty of God's love for you, 
your inner being is continually strengthened in love. 
The body of God's love in this world 
is alive in you. 
You are being rooted and grounded in love.  
 
Trust that God is at work  
powerfully within you, 
and will accomplish abundantly far more  
than all you can ask or imagine. 

 

 

[Ephesians 3.16-17, 20] 

_________________  
Steve Garnaas-Holmes  

www.unfoldinglight.net  
July 19, 2021 
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