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John 6:1-21

It is I; Do Not Be Afraid!

When I read the phrase, “the Sea of Tiberias” a shutter went down my back.  Any reference to Tiberias meant Rome (after all, Rome is on the Tiber River), and it meant power and fear and that’s the way Rome wanted it.  They wanted the world to be afraid of them and they did whatever it took to make that happen.  They were brutal, callous, and calculating in their plan to maintain dominance of the world.  Even little Lake Galilee in far away Palestine had been renamed “The Sea of Tiberias” as though the Tiber River flowed into it.
For those who understand political reality, the next scene continues the menacing movement that will end in Jerusalem and the cross.  “A large crowd kept following him, because they saw the signs that he was doing for the sick.”  Large crowds were a danger.  Rome hated large crowds and followed them with retaliatory interest.  To have a large crowd following you is to place your self at risk with Rome.   The scripture is clear that Jesus took this risk in order to respond to the sick.  It was an act of mercy that could cost him his life.  Already we see his willingness to relinquish his life so that others might live.
“Jesus went up the mountain and sat down there with his disciples.”  I see nothing threatening about that.  Why was Rome so afraid?  But here come the crowds again, and the text point out that Passover, the festival of the Jews, was near.  What does that have to do with it?  Why the mention of Passover here?  In Passover the Jews remember the way God delivered them from the brutal reign and ways of their Egyptian dominators.  Was Jesus their new deliverer from their new oppressor, Rome?  What is the writer saying about Jesus?
“When Jesus 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?’”  It was a test question.  He knew what he was going to do but he wanted to hear Phillip’s response or perhaps he wanted all of us to hear the way we humans think. Phillip represents us all as he answers Jesus, “Six months’ wages would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little.”  
The word that sticks out to me is “enough”.  There is not enough!  In six months you couldn’t put enough money together to buy more than a morsel if you are going to feed each one.  Isn’t this the world’s problem?  There simply isn’t enough to go around.  We will have to either give each a morsel or leave some out.  
Certainly that’s true when we all want the same thing.  As soon as our neighbor wants it, we want it too and that makes it scarce and valuable to us.  Our belief in the scarcity of what we want drives us to be in rivalry with our neighbor.  But what if what we really need is in super abundance but to get there we have to change what we want?
 “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?”  Here is a boy who has five loaves and two fish but it’s not nearly enough for everyone.  In John’s gospel a boy brings the food.  The other three gospels don’t tell us who brought it.  
Why a boy?  We will be using this story in our Vacation Bible School and we will talk about the faith of this boy who brought the food that Jesus uses to feed everyone.  We will think of him as one of the Superhero’s of the Bible.  
With his basket of food, surely everyone wanted what he had but that didn’t cause him to hang on to it all the more tightly.  Perhaps if he had been an adult and more hardened to the ways of the world he would have.  The boy wasn’t thinking about his 401k.  No, instead he relaxed his grip and joyfully shared the content of his basket.  He wasn’t oriented toward scarcity.  He believed in the abundance of love and trusted there would be enough.  His sunny effervescence reminds us of us all at our best.
“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.”  They’re having a picnic, all five thousand of them, and the grass is green, soft and thick.  We can feel it’s coolness on our feet.  We are about to enjoy a feast of abundance!
“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.”  There was enough!  They had as much as they wanted and still there was more.  If this makes you think of communion, you’re on the right track.  That too is a feast where there is always enough and with much more to spare.  
“When they were satisfied, he told his disciples, ‘Gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost.’”  Whatever it is that Jesus has just shared, it is precious and even the fragments that remain are valued.  Sometimes we feel like fragments left behind when the feast is over but Jesus assures us that even the fragments will not 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.”  Somehow Jesus had turned the boy’s lunch into food for all.  How did he do it?  What is he saying to us?
The story does not end here.  “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.’”  The drums of war start beating.  They have visions of drafting Jesus into their conflict with Rome.  They could use someone with Jesus’ power to counter the power of “Tiberias”.  Perhaps he is the one to lead them.  The crowd, who a moment before sat on grass and feasted, becomes a mob threatening Rome with club and spear.  Does this remind you of the people’s transition from Jesus’ triumphal entry shouting “hosannas” to the mob who screams “crucify him, crucify him?”  Will we ever learn?  The ominous feeling with which the story began now returns.  
“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.”  Even though the disciples and the common people want him to be their warrior king, he will have no part of it.  He removes himself from their presence. 
What happens next feels strange when taken literally.  “When evening came, his disciples went down to the sea, got into a boat, and started across the sea to Capernaum.  (Like horses headed toward their stall, they are going home—back to headquarters.)  It was now dark, and Jesus had not yet come to them.  (I think this is a loaded sentence meant to imply that they are in the dark because Jesus’ death and resurrection has not yet occurred and they as yet, have no way of understanding the bigger picture.  The death and resurrection of Jesus is the event that fills John’s gospel with light.)  The sea became rough because a strong wind was blowing.  (Could it be the winds of war, violence and chaos just threatened by common people turned toward becoming a mob?)  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.  (This time it is Jesus who frightens them and so the center of fear shifts from Rome to Jesus.  Are we afraid of Jesus; afraid that he might ask us to give up jealousy, rivalry and violence?)  
But he said to them, ‘It is I; do not be afraid.’  (Scholars tell us a better translation would be “I Am, do not be afraid.”  “I AM” is the ancient name by which God refers to himself.  Jesus explicitly connects himself with the great “I AM” of the Hebrew Bible.  And in Jesus’ actions of withdrawing from the crowd’s demand for retribution, retaliation and revenge against Rome we learn something of this great “I Am’s” character.  The Creator is neither vindictive nor retaliatory.  Instead he is “beneficent and kind, merciful and compassionate, long-suffering and full of joy,” to quote Michael Hardin.  When he walks on the water, he is demonstrating a way to rise above the chaos of the swirling and deadly sea.  Soon enough, we will learn his way is through forgiveness even when you are in the midst of the chaos.

Jesus’ watchword to them is “do not be afraid.”  It is a word very different from all religious words that threaten God’s wrath.  Jesus will have no part of threatening people.  As soon as he said, “It is I.  Do not be afraid,” they wanted to take him into the boat.  They were no longer afraid.  He was a comfort and not a theat.  

“Immediately the boat reached the land toward which they were going.”  Do you remember where they were going?  They were going home!  He says “It is I; Don’t be afraid” and they pull him into their boat and immediately they find themselves at home!  What do you think John, the gospel writer, is saying to us in the way he has written his story?  I know that I, for one, want more and more to pull Jesus into my boat.  If I do that, maybe I too will find myself at home.  Maybe we need to pull Jesus more and more into our boat, not just individually but as a community, a church and a denomination.  Amen.
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