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After this 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. 

  

 

Are you a collector? Are you a pack rat? Do you save every card sent to you, every magazine 

you’ve ever received? Do you refuse to bring anything to the Rummage Sale, because, after all, 

you never know when you might need it? Do you carefully store leftover food in the refrigerator 

until, three months later, you smell something funky, reach your hand into the far corners of the 

fridge and unearth that old chicken casserole, slimy turkey, moldy cheese, or rancid broccoli?   

  

It reminds me of the city government worker in Cincinnati who received a call from a customer 

the day after Halloween.   

 

“The garbage collectors didn’t take all my garbage this morning. They left my pumpkin.” 

“Well, sir, where did you leave the pumpkin for collection?” 

“In my recycling bin.” 

“Well, that’s why they didn’t take it. You need to put it in your garbage can.” 
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“But you can recycle a pumpkin!”   

“Sir, what do you think they are going to recycle your pumpkin into?” 

“PIE!” the customer said.   

  

I think I’ve just lost my appetite for pumpkin pie.  

 

Do you find it hard to throw anything away? I mean, anything?  If so, you’re in good company 

this morning. This scripture leads me to wonder if God even has garbage cans in heaven. What 

does God do with the most unflattering parts of ourselves? What does God do with our mixed 

loyalties, our stubbornness to forgive, our reluctance to accept people who are not like us, our 

fondness for judging? What does God do with the leftovers of the universe, the “throwaway 

children,” the forgotten poor, the broken pieces of our lives, the discarded dreams? And what do 

we do with the forgotten, leftover people of our world? 

  

There’s one little detail in our story today that sometimes is missed. “Gather up the fragments 

left over,” said Jesus, “so that nothing may be lost.” Many of you know the story. It’s one of the 

first Bible stories we learn as kids. This is the only miracle story of Jesus’ ministry that is told in 

all four gospels. The only one! Matthew and Mark even tell it twice! For most of us, the point of 

the story of the multiplication of loaves and fish is simple. When Jesus feeds us, there is always 

more than enough to go around. But let’s go a bit deeper.     

  

A large crowd of people has been following Jesus. It’s getting late, and Jesus realizes there isn’t 

any food for these folks. He asks his disciple, Philip, “Where are we going to buy bread for these 

people to eat?” Philip replies, “Jesus, even if we had six months’ wages, we couldn’t buy enough 

bread to feed all these people.” Then Andrew says, “Wait a minute. There’s a little boy here who 

has five barley loaves and two fish, but that certainly won’t be enough.” 

  

John’s gospel is the only one to mention the little boy. Only John says a young boy is the one 

whose food supply Jesus taps. Little boys are not always willing to share, are they? But there’s 

no evidence the disciples have to coerce him into giving up his dinner. I believe he gave it freely.  

By using his bread and fish, Jesus identifies and affirms the boy’s generosity. 

  

John is also the only writer to specify that the loaves are made of barley. In the other gospels, it’s 

wheat bread. In Jesus’ day, barley bread was cheap, only a third the cost of wheat bread. It was 

bread eaten by the poor. Do you see? All his life Jesus embraces the commonplace, the 

insignificant. Every person, no matter how dirty, lost, broken, confused or wayward, is precious.  

And every loaf of bread, no matter how cheap, no matter what grain is used, has potential to 

become the bread of life.   

  

Now that Jesus has the bread and the fish, he tells his disciples to make the people sit down.  

There are five thousand, and they’re all men. You see, women and children were never counted 

at the time because they didn’t count. With women and children present, it could have been far 

more. We really don’t know. In Mark’s version, we find an important clue that John leaves out: 

“So they sat down in groups of hundreds and fifties.”   
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Think about that. The Episcopalian priest Mark Smith says, “Why did five thousand able-bodied 

males converge on Jesus when he had sailed over the Sea of Galilee with his twelve disciples to 

the uninhabited hill country?”
1
 If Roman soldiers could have provided aerial reconnaissance, 

what would they have thought of all these men sitting in strict formation, in group of fifties and 

hundreds?    

 

An army, right? “They would have been very aware that the feast of the Passover was near, that 

time when Jews celebrated their liberation from Egyptian oppressors. Jewish insurgents often 

launched their rebellions just before Passover when feelings were running especially high about 

the shame and misery of being under pagan occupation.”
2
 Plus, the gathering was in the 

wilderness, which was the traditional place for rebels to gather, out of range of the military.   

 

Was this a militia assembling in platoons, an attempt to compel Jesus to assume military 

leadership and use violent tactics to bring in God’s kingdom of justice and peace to this earth?  

Could these men have been hungry for something other than bread? Like maybe blood?    

 

Jesus knew what was going on in the minds of these men. After all, at the end of this story, John 

writes, “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.” 

 

So what does Jesus do with these almost rebels? He asks them to sit down. The Greek word for 

“sit down” means recline, which, in the world of Jesus, was the posture taken at a feast. This was 

no casual picnic, nor was it carbo-loading before a big battle. This was a foretaste of the 

heavenly banquet! Notice also how no one had to work for their food. All they had to do was sit 

down on the grass and enjoy. Let Jesus serve them. Let Jesus feed them. Pure grace. 

 

Jesus knows he can’t solve Israel’s problems by commanding these makeshift troops to go into 

violent action.  Rather, he wants them to start thinking, “How can we act together in a way that 

can truly change our world, a way that proclaims that no matter how hungry anyone is, none of 

us will be truly satisfied until all are satisfied?” Then Jesus takes the loaves, and after he gives 

thanks, distributes the bread and the fish to those who were seated.   

  

After everyone has eaten as much as they want and are satisfied, Jesus tells the disciples, “Gather 

up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost.” Do you know why this basket of bread is 

up here? These bread fragments are the leftovers from communion last Sunday. The other three 

gospels refer to the collection of the broken pieces, but there’s a big difference between cleaning 

up and making sure that nothing is lost. These fragments are the abandoned people, those left 

behind, our broken brothers and sisters, our shattered hopes and dreams, and our betrayed trust.   

Everything in our lives that has been lost, Jesus gathers up and honors, for Jesus draws the circle 

wide, and no one stands alone.   

  

There is more to these loaves than barley bread, isn’t there? For Jesus takes these five loaves and 

transforms them not only quantitatively but qualitatively. This isn’t just barley bread anymore.  

This is now the bread of life. There is enough Jesus here for everyone, including you. 
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Make no mistake about it. Jesus’ grace is expressed in a tangible, physical gift. A hungry crowd 

sits on the grass and eats bread and fish. Yet this bread feeds not only the body but the soul and 

spirit and heart as well. Jesus has gifts and resources to meet the full range of human needs.   

But there’s something else. This transformation of ordinary bread into the bread of life is not a 

violation of nature but a fulfillment of it. Do you remember when Satan tempts Jesus in the 

wilderness by saying, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of 

bread.” And Jesus replies, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word 

that comes from the mouth of God.’” Jesus resists because he recognizes that stones turned into 

bread would violate the nature of both stones and bread.   

 

Did you notice?  Jesus does not pick up stones here but uses what was already bread to change 

into the abundant, transforming bread of life. In the same way, God’s transformations are never 

violations. God doesn’t want you and me to lose our essential nature when we are transformed 

into the likeness of Christ.
3
 

 

Unfortunately, some Christian groups want to change our very personhood when we become a 

Christian. We have to believe the party line. There’s no room for individuality, no tolerance for 

different theologies, no allowance for singularity, no encouragement to study the Bible and learn 

for ourselves. There’s only one way to believe, or you’re not with us. 

  

If that’s the kind of faith for which you’re looking, you probably won’t find it here at First 

Church. For we believe that because you are already made in the image of Christ, God will work 

in your life but will never change your uniqueness. You don’t have to alter who you are. You 

don’t have to lose your gifts, talents and identity because they come from God in the first place.  

  

“Gather up the fragments left over,” Jesus says, “so that nothing may be lost.”  These fragments 

are the broken pieces of our lives, which Jesus saves and uses to make us whole, so that we can 

become all that God created us to be. 

  

What actually happened to the fragments, anyway? What did the disciples do with them? There 

were twelve baskets of leftovers and twelve disciples. Is that a coincidence? Did the disciples 

wait to eat until last? Did they feed the fragments to the latecomers? Did they save them until the 

next day, just in case? Did they give any back to the little boy? Did Jesus get anything? We’re 

not told. 

 

But we do know this. God is persistently intent on finding the lost, repairing the broken, and 

bringing together the dispersed. God is passionately committed to the “throwaway children,” the 

forgotten poor, the broken pieces of our lives, and our discarded dreams, for Jesus draws the 

circle wide, and no one stands alone.   

 

How is God going to claim the leftovers of the universe? Through you and me. The challenge is 

clear. Jesus sends you and me out to gather the fragments. Jesus charges you and me to make 

sure that nothing and no one is lost in this world. We do that by carrying the fragments with us.  

The broken pieces and crumbs lie inside us and on our chin and hands and mouth and feet. The 

fragments are our mixed loyalties, our stubbornness to forgive, our reluctance to accept those 

who are different, our fondness for judging. But the fragments are also the loving words we say, 
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the songs we sing, the money we give, the food we share, and the care we offer to the discarded 

and battered of this world. No matter how many fragments we gather up or give away, the basket 

will always be filled with God’s love, for the circle is wide, and no one stands alone. And that, 

my friends, is the miracle. 

  

                                                 
1
 Rev. Dan Smith quoting Father Martin Smith, Feeding 5000 Men, First Church in Cambridge, May 6, 2012. 
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