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Ninth Sunday after Pentecost • July 22, 2018 
2 Samuel 11:1-15 •  Psalm 145  •  Ephesians 3:14-21  •  John 6:1-21 
 
One day last spring, Sally Rutherford handed me a sheet of paper that was covered, 

front and back, with writing. The top of the page read, in big letters, “Hymns We Should 
Sing.” Now, I have a convenient excuse not to handle hymn requests since I don’t pick the 
hymns we sing every week, so I said I’d pass it along to Jason. But before I could finish the 
sentence, Sally shot back, “He has a copy.” One of the requests was a “Christmas in July” 
service, which we are not going to do. But today is your lucky day, Sally. Because this 
sermon is, at least thematically, about as close to a Christmas sermon as you’re going to get 
in July. So listen up. 

For the next five weeks, our gospel readings are going to shift. We’ll pivot away from 
the action-packed, Hemmingway-esque gospel of Mark. And we’ll hear instead from the 
much more poetic and symbolically rich gospel of John. And for all five of these weeks, the 
gospel readings will, in one way or another, be about bread. 

And to keep those five readings about bread from getting stale, I want you to notice 
something else, too. Two little words that will pop up again and again these five weeks. Ego 
eimi. The Greek phrase for “I am.” That’s a very simple phrase, but it’s loaded with meaning. 
If you think back to the famous story of Moses and the burning bush, Moses asks what 
God’s name is. And God responds, “I am who I am.” In the Hebrew, this is Yahweh, the 
personal name of God that many Jews don’t say out of respect for the divine. So when Jesus 
uses that little phrase, he’s not just describing some characteristics about himself. He’s 
revealing something about the very nature of God. And since who we consider Jesus to be 
shapes everything we do together, these texts are immensely valuable to us. So let’s get to it. 

Today we heard the story of Jesus’s feeding of the five thousand, a story many of us 
know well. We know the basic outline of how it goes. There’s a big crowd, Jesus feeds them 
with just a little bit of food, there’s enough for everyone to eat, and there’s even food left 
over. Now in our memory that’s how the story ends, right? Not for John. No, John says that 
the people were so impressed by how Jesus made all this new food that they wanted to make 
Jesus their new king.  

For the people in that crowd, that’s a dangerous impulse. Because everyone in that 
crowd knows that Caesar is, in fact, Lord. Caesar and his regime demand total obedience. So 
to say that Jesus should be king would raise a whole host of questions about sedition and 
treason, the same charges that are raised when Jesus is eventually killed. The Romans are 
content to let Jesus roam around the countryside as an itinerant preacher. No one’s going to 
bother with him. But if people start calling Jesus the new king, you’re going to run into 
trouble with the authorities. So Jesus does the smart thing and gets away from the crowd for 
a little bit. 

But the crowd misunderstands something even more important about Jesus’s mission 
and purpose. Because all the crowd wants is the bread. They don’t want the invitation to 
discipleship with all the disorienting change and inevitable failure and difficult growth it 
involves. Jesus doesn’t just reject their acclamation because he’s worried about his own 
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safety. He rejects their praise because Jesus is not a king who gives us gifts in exchange for 
loyalty. And yet that doesn’t stop us from trying to make him one.  

Because there’s always a temptation, for Christians and other people of faith, to take 
the promises of God and make them into an agenda that we can achieve on demand. We see 
a version of that in religious extremists, who use worldly power to achieve ostensibly 
spiritual ends. But the problem with religious extremism in most of its guises isn’t that it’s 
too extreme. It’s that it’s not extreme enough. Because religious extremism wants to 
inaugurate God’s promised future of peace, but not if it means giving up their own use of 
violence and coercion. It wants an extreme version of God’s promised future without the 
equally extreme call to obedience that future requires. No wonder Jesus wants to get away. 

And it turns out Jesus isn’t the only one who wants to get away. John says that “when 
evening came, Jesus’s disciples went down to the sea. It was now dark, and Jesus had not yet 
come to them.” So the disciples are going to wait for Jesus to come back, right? No. The 
disciples decide that they should push off and row across the sea, leaving Jesus back on 
shore without a ride. Now if you are a disciple, stranding Jesus on the beach is just about the 
worst thing you can do. So why do they do it?  

Probably because the disciples are confused. They’re worried. They’re scared. Things 
with Jesus have escalated so fast. Miracles at first. Then teaching. Then healing. And then 
one day a crowd is trying to make Jesus a king and you’re wondering what exactly you signed 
up for. Remember John’s Jesus calls his disciples only with a vague “come and see.” Well 
now they have come and seen, and maybe it even occurs to them that this is spinning out of 
control and following Jesus might actually make their lives worse. And so you push off shore 
to try to get some perspective on the whole thing.  

See most of us aren’t like the zealous but misguided crowd that wants to make Jesus 
king. We have much more in common with the disciples who want to take a step back and 
consider our options. We’re game to follow Jesus, but we want to see where he’s headed 
first. We want a five-year plan. We want a syllabus with the teachings on it. We want to see if 
we agree with what Jesus has to say.  

So notice that it isn’t the storm that scares the disciples. It’s Jesus. “They saw Jesus 
walking on the sea and coming near the boat,” John says, “and they were terrified.” Now 
maybe the disciples were terrified because they left Jesus back on the shore and now they’re 
going to get an earful about it. But maybe it’s because we’d rather Jesus not see us this way. 
Not with our fears about the future. Not with our ambivalence about what Jesus has to say. 
Not with our trepidation about where God is leading us. And yet that’s exactly where Jesus 
chooses to meet us. 

Where does the “I am” happen in today’s story? It doesn’t happen when the disciples 
come back from a successful mission trip. It doesn’t happen when they rack up enough 
knowledge about God. It doesn’t happen when they say the right prayer. It happens when 
the disciples are afraid. It happens when we’ve pushed off shore thinking we need to clear 
our heads and get some perspective. God isn’t content to let us go. Because what God is 
doing is too important to leave us out. And yet no matter our fears, no matter our anxiety, 
no matter how far we push off shore, God is present with us in Jesus Christ. At Christmas 
we’ll proclaim that same message when we say that Jesus is “Emmanuel,” God with us. But 
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today, five months away from carols and crèches, we might just say that Jesus has come into 
our boat. 

John ends this story, somewhat abruptly, by saying that after Jesus said, “It is I,” the 
disciples “wanted to take him into the boat, and immediately the boat reached the land 
toward which they were going.” Now maybe the boat just zoomed three miles to the other 
shore. If you believe the walking on water part, a boat going fast isn’t that hard to believe. 
But maybe John is telling us something else here. Something about the places we think we’re 
called to be. And the places Jesus is calling us to. The disciples may think that their true 
future, their real relationship with God, is somewhere off in the future, somewhere on the 
other side of that lake, somewhere on the other side of their anxieties and fears about the 
future. And yet, John says, when Jesus got in the boat, they were brought immediately to the 
place they were headed to. Even though they’re surrounded by their doubts and their 
misgivings, they’ve still arrived where Jesus is calling them to, even if it doesn’t immediately 
seem that way. Even in the middle of the sea, even in the middle of the storm, which Jesus 
doesn’t magically get rid of, even in their trepidation, the disciples are right where they are 
supposed to be.  

There’s a lot in this story that’s hard to believe. Maybe you find the loaves and fishes 
hard to believe. Maybe you find the walking on water hard to believe. But no one calls me up 
at eleven o’clock on a Friday to ask about how the loaves and fish thing works. And no one 
wants pastoral counseling to talk about the physics of how Jesus walked on water. No, the 
part of this story we have the hardest time believing, the part of this story we have the 
hardest time trusting, is that Jesus would walk across the water to meet us where we are. And 
that even in the waves of self-doubt and the gales of uncertainty that swirl around us, we’ve 
arrived at exactly the place we’re supposed to be. Not because we’re on shore. But because 
Jesus is in our boat. 

  
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


