
Since Joel and I both prepared a sermon for the Sunday of July 29th, 
we thought it might be interesting to put both in the Messenger.  We both 
used the same scripture passage, John 6:1-21, but to very different effect. 
We believe they both have something to say.  So, here they are…Joel’s 
(first) is entitled “Do You Really Believe That?” and mine is “It Is I.”    

Kate

 “Do You Really Believe That?”

A few years ago, Kate and I were at Rollie’s for lunch and a guy I had met 
previously, asked me a question, something to the effect of, “How can you be a  
Christian?”  He said I seemed to be an intelligent enough person but he wondered how I 
could believe all of that stuff in the Bible.  All of those stories about miracles and 
superstitions and things that anyone with a modern mind would find unbelievable, how 
could I continue to believe them?

I don’t recall my exact answer to him but his question is one that has stuck with 
me.  It is one that I expect we will hear more and more as our culture moves away from a 
time when Christianity was a given, when folks were expected, if not to belong to a 
church, then at least to know about the church.  As we’ve noted before, the days of 
American Christendom are quickly disappearing, we live in a much more religiously 
diverse society now and we can no longer take for granted that people know the Christian 
story.  What this means is that we need to be more prepared, more educated of our own 
stories and traditions than we have had to be in the past and more than ever, ready to 
answer those questions of “Do you really believe that?”

In our Adult Book Study group that met last week and that will meet once more 
this week, we are studying the book by Marcus Borg, Reading the Bible Again for the 
First Time.  In it Borg talks about looking at two different ways of reading scripture.  One 
way is called the “literal-factual” way and the other, the “historical-metaphorical” way.  

Without getting into this too deeply, the “literal-factual way of reading the Bible 
came out of the Protestant Reformation during the sixteenth century and stresses the ideas 
that the Bible is the sole means of informing our faith (“sola scriptura”), that it is 
infallible and inerrant because it was not only inspired by God but actually dictated by 
God (“Plenary inspiration”).  What that means is that everything written in the Bible 
must be interpreted literally, as fact and as “truth”, except for those places where it is 
clearly written as metaphor or to be given symbolic meaning.

The second way, the “historical-metaphorical” way of reading the Bible, has been 
taught in seminaries for over a hundred years now.  It’s nothing new either.  It sees the 
Bible as a human product, inspired by God.  It is the result of two ancient communities: 
ancient Israel and the early Christian movement.  It sees God as a reality known in human 
experience and that the Bible is an expression of such experience.  Thus, to understand 
what the Bible says, it is important to understand first, the original meaning a book had 
for its author and its audience.  Then, one can also begin to read beyond the historical 
significance and see the metaphorical or deeper meaning within.  And it is in these deeper 
meanings and metaphors that we find what truly informs our faith and our own 
experiences of God, of the Spirit and of the sacred.

The problem, is that many people associate Christianity solely with the “literal-
factual” way of seeing things.  Many people, especially the un-churched, or those who’s 



experience of church comes only out of their childhood where literal interpretation is 
normal but is not appropriate for an adult perspective, or those who’ve felt hurt or 
alienated by more fundamentalist practices, many of these folks believe the whole church 
sees the Bible and faith in this “literal-factual” way and are not even aware that there is a 
different way.  Add to this the practice of the national news media and popular culture 
such as in movies, which generally show the church within this literal-factual model.

So, how do we understand this wonderful story about the feeding of the 5,000 
from John’s gospel?  One way, the literal way, is to understand that Jesus performed a 
miracle, that by his hands, God intervened and caused the bread and fish to somehow 
multiply out of thin air so that everyone could eat.  

The mind of the Enlightenment or the Modern era, would suggest that such is not 
possible by the rules that govern reality and the universe.  A scientific world view might 
suggest, as many have, that this is a story about sharing.  That by lifting up and blessing 
the gifts of one child, Jesus encouraged (or some would say, shamed) others into sharing 
what they had secretly stashed with them.  So that by sharing, all were able to eat.  But 
such a rendering not only removes the miraculous from the story, it makes Jesus no 
different than a social engineer.  Why would anyone want build a faith in such an 
ordinary human being?

When we read John however, and take a broader look at what he is trying to say 
and to whom he is saying it, we realize that for John, this story is a “sign.”  It is one of 
the most important stories in the early church and in the New Testament and we know 
that, because it is the only miracle story included in all four of the gospels.  But as a 
“sign” John is not as concerned about the miracle event itself but rather to what it points 
to.  

Remember, for John, Jesus is not a mere human being, but the Word of God, as he 
writes in the beginning of his gospel, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was  
with God, and the Word was God. . . And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full  
of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father.”  
(John 1:1, 14).  And then near the end of his gospel he says, “these are written that you 
may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life  
in his name.” (John 20:31).  

We may not know exactly what happened.  Some like Borg may suggest it is not a 
factual event but a story rich and deep with meaning and filled with truth.  Some of us 
affirm the idea that this was a miracle and that God does occasionally intervene into our 
reality and break the rules that God has established for this universe.  

Also, like the feeding story in 2nd Kings, which very likely is the basis for the 
gospel story, the point is that God provides.  That by faith in God as a loving and giving 
presence, we can know unexpected abundance, not only in food but in all of life.

Moreover, the greater miracle about this is the fact that whatever happened on that 
hillside and whatever happened on the lake where the disciples saw Jesus walking on 
water, it was enough to make thousands follow him, seeking sustenance for life, and 
made those who were closest to him, who knew him most intimately, commit themselves 
to his teaching and his way of being human in our world, to the point that they gave their 
lives, experienced brutal deaths, for what they had come to believe in him.  

As Kate said near the end of our last book study session last week, we see the 
Bible as “dialogical”, that is, the Bible calls us into dialogue with it.  It is not static words 
written on the page but stories of people’s experience of God that mesh with our own 



experiences and offer us a new way of seeing and a new way of being.  

The great theologian of the 20th century, Karl Barth, is noted as saying “I take the 
Bible too seriously, to read it literally.”  The miracle stories within our scripture are 
indeed things we can believe in, sources of deep truth and inspiration.  But we need to 
read them, we need to learn about them and have our conversations with them and with 
one another.  For as we recognize the voice of God in them, we come to hear God’s 
voice, God’s love and compassion, God’s presence with us in our times of fear,  God’s 
unexpected and amazing abundance in our own lives and experience.  Amen.

“It Is I!”

Okay…the disciples are in a boat, having just witnessed the feeding of five 
thousand hungry people with five loaves of bread and two fish.  Their teacher has just 
narrowly escaped being carried off by the crowd to be made king.  It is dark, and the 
wind is howling.  They see Jesus walking toward them on the sea and are terrified.  Once 
they decide to take him into the boat, they are immediately at their destination.

There are so many incredible things going on in these twenty verses that it makes 
me somewhat dizzy.  But preparing for today, there was one line that stood out for me, a 
line that I have wrestled with my entire life.  It is Jesus’ own words:  “It is I, do not be 
afraid!”  “It is I” in the midst of all these wonders.  “It is I” walking toward you.  “It is I” 
bringing you to your destination.  “It is I!....Do not be afraid!”

I think of the disciples first hearing this voice on the water.  “It’s okay!  It is I!”  I 
wonder if they were all truly relieved, or if perhaps a few were thinking, “Oh no…here 
we go again!”  Most of them had led relatively peaceful lives before this, before this man 
came along and they let him into their hearts.  And now, since they’ve hitched their stars 
to his, they never knew what was going to happen next.  Things were being turned upside 
down.  Even the laws of nature seem up for grabs.  And if they could only keep that darn 
crowd from following them!  It would not surprise me if they took to the boat just to get a 
break.  But then, waves rise and the winds blow, and Jesus comes walking along the 
water.  “It is I!” he calls.  “Do not be afraid!”

I have learned this in my life.  When you let Jesus in – even just a little bit, he 
does not go away.  You never know what is going to happen.  And, as you change and 
grow, move into new situations, he is always there with a new challenge, a new invitation 
to embrace a wider life.  For me, it started early.  As a small girl growing up in Brooklyn, 
New York, I would always start the day by getting off the school bus and slipping into the 
church.  There I could spend a few minutes with Jesus.  Jesus was the plump baby held 
on his mother’s lap in the left side altar of the sanctuary.  I just wanted to hold and cuddle 
him.  

In high school, Jesus was all long hair and sandals for me, preaching the love and 
peace that so many of us were all longing for.  I really wanted to hang out with him! 
Things began to change in college as my religious studies classes shook and stretched my 
innocent and fairly conventional faith.  I remember the day I actually threw myself down 
on my bed crying “Where are you Jesus?  I can’t seem to find you right now!”  But 
though he seemed to be absent, he remained my passion.

Then on to seminary and grad school, where I eventually met a man named Joel. 
Our first date was dinner followed by a walk on which the conversation topic was “Who 



is this Jesus anyway?”  As Joel would say, “Very romantic!”  Well, perhaps not very 
romantic, but quite intimate as the question touched something that was at the core of us, 
that had brought both of us to that place and time.  

Once Jesus gets under your skin, as a child, as outspoken advocate for justice, as 
an enigma, as a topic of passionate conversation – he does not go away…even in times 
when you are tempted to get into your boat and head in the opposite direction.  The winds 
will eventually pick up, your boat will rock, and you will hear a voice… “It is I!”   

At this point, I am deep into the middle of my life, no longer the child staring at 
the baby, or the teenager just beginning to raise her young voice, or even the grad student 
stalking Jesus with all the powers of the mind.  All these phases have certainly shaped 
who I am now.  But Jesus, I’m certain, is not finished with me yet.  Once you let him in, 
he never goes away.  He shows up everywhere with a new challenge.  A new way to 
stretch yourself open.  At the moment, he is sitting right beside me on the mountain in 
today’s scripture along with Philip and Andrew.  A hungry crowd is approaching.  He 
looks deep into my eyes and asks “What are you going to do?”

Now, here’s the rub.  This is where I was with this message before I spent much of 
the day Friday in the Hospice Unit with Lucille Paul and her family.  Lucille, who I’m 
sure many of you know, died that evening.  I believe this woman was single-handedly 
responsible for bringing in about 80% of our church members through her simple and 
faithful love.  My congregation is in deep mourning today, and I hope you will forgive 
me if I take off right after the benediction so I can be with them.

Yesterday morning during prayer, with my mind on Lucille, I asked her to help me 
finish the message that I had started.  As I sat in silence, it wasn’t long before I once 
again heard the words, “It is I.  Do not be afraid!”  And this was what followed.  Lucille 
told me (I’m pretty sure it was her) that, yes, there is a hungry crowd.  There is always a 
hungry crowd.  But that I am mistaken if I think that Jesus is just sitting next to me on 
that hill while they approach.  That actually, he is approaching me in every single one of 
them.  In every single need.  In every single hope and every single tear.  In each of their 
stories.  And though the crowd may seem overwhelming, I need not be afraid.  I need 
only to open my heart to love.  For in love there is no fear!  And there is always enough 
love!

So, even with only five barley loaves and two fish, what I can do, what we can do, 
what Lucille has always done, is to welcome them.  Take every hand.  Offer every one a 
seat, on the lawn, in the church, in my house, just as she did.  Give every one a listening 
ear.  Look for and find Jesus in them.  And that, that careful and caring attention, more 
than anything else, is what will feed their hunger – to know that they are welcome, to 
know that someone sees them.  And to know that they are, each one of them, blessed, and 
filled with the life of God.

So, it seems to me, Jesus has again shown up in another form in this current and 
rich stage of my life.  And while I still love the baby in his mother’s arms, and the young 
rabbi teaching peace and inclusion, and while I still stretch my mind to deepen my 
understanding, I find that he is closer than ever.  For the Word of God incarnate, the 
divine in human form, spoke to me in my grief on Saturday morning.  He took my hand 
and whispered, “Here I am!  Do not be afraid!”  I am with you.  Even in death.  I am in 
Lucille, who will continue to teach you if you leave your heart open.  I am in the crowd, 
in the deepest longing of all the people – to be fed, to be welcomed, to be recognized.  I 
am in you, every time you reach out your hand, or extend your heart to truly meet another 
human being.  “I am here!  Do not be afraid!”  



So, dear friends, Jesus is again picking up the wind and rocking the boat.  I don’t 
know what he is asking of you right now in your lives.  But I do know that he is asking 
something.  He always is.  Once you let him in, it is impossible to lose him.  And I do not 
think he will be satisfied until we see him everywhere…in everyone…in everything…
especially when we are tempted to set sail in the opposite direction.

God is so much bigger than we know.  God’s heart is so much wider than our 
own.  And each time we think we’ve got it, we think we understand, or that our faith is as 
wide as it is going to get, Jesus shows up and tells us to open up further.  “I”, he says, 
“am in the very thing you are afraid of!”  Think about what you fear.  Jesus is there 
calling you.  But remember he also shows up in the Lucilles, in the Joels, in the person 
right next to you now, to keep you company as you once again painfully stretch open 
your heart to receive the entire hungry crowd.  You may think you only have five loaves 
and two fishes.  But there is always an abundance of love.  Amen.  

So, even with only five barley loaves 
and two fish,

what I can do, what we can do, 
what Lucille has always done, 

is to welcome the crowd.  
Take every hand.  

Offer every one a seat, 
on the lawn, in the church, in our houses,

 just as she did.  
Give every one a listening ear. 

 Look for and find Jesus in them.  
And that, 

that careful and caring attention, 
more than anything else, 

is what will feed their hunger – 
to know that they are welcome, 

to know that someone sees them.  
And to know that they are, 

each one of them, 
blessed, 

and filled with the life of God.


