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There comes a time when we all ask ourselves-why are we really here?  What are we really looking for out of life, out of ourselves and out of God?  These existential questions can pose a great risk-a risk of exposing our true desires, a risk of discovering that the path we have followed won’t really get us to where we want to be, and the risk of discovering that our hopes and dreams may never fully satisfy us.  But when we face this question of meaning head on, we have an opportunity to reassess, renew, and reorient ourselves to following not only our true hope and calling, but God’s hope and calling for our lives.  It’s both an exhilarating moment, as well as a humbling and sometimes painful one.  Confronting the difference between where we are and where we yearn to be forces us to let go of certain relationships, relinquish treasured self-images, and let go of comforting, but ultimately fruitless habits or pursuits.  People may be cut off, treasured possessions left behind, and a territory of the unknown is entered.  


This existential dilemma is an age old one, one that we may face multiple times in our lifetimes, and it’s a dilemma that Jesus was altogether familiar with.  Our text this morning centers upon this question of meaning and Jesus spares no feelings cutting to the heart of the matter.  Why are you following me, Jesus challenges those who have searched him out, after the feeding of the five thousand.  What are you really looking for?  And what do you really want from me, he asks.  The crowd has approached him innocently enough, having followed Jesus to Capernaum after his retreat from the preaching and feasting on the Sea of Galilee.  Those who approach Jesus have just experienced a miracle in which thousands were fed from a few loaves and fish and they want more, but what they are hungry for has yet to be determined.   Jesus doesn’t have a tendency to gloss over issues or pacify people.  I think he simply doesn’t have time for that and believe that the stakes were too high.  So, when the crowd asks Jesus what time he arrived at this particular place, he ignores the dead end question and delves not into how he got there, but why they have sought him out;  “Very truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves.”   Jesus suggests that the people have followed him not because he is the Son of God nor even because they were inspired by his preaching, but because he offers them something far more basic -food to fill their bellies.  Whether or not this is true, Jesus prods them to consider searching for something more substantial, something more life changing.  I wouldn’t go so far as to say that Jesus is accusing the crowd or even judging them for their shortsightedness, because we know that Jesus approaches people with compassion, and speaks repeatedly throughout the Bible about feeding people who are literally hungry for bread.  However, one can imagine that Jesus hoped that the crowd would crave more.  I imagine that then, as now, Jesus hopes that people will  hunger for more than just full stomachs, but full lives.  So Jesus goes on to tell the crowd that he can offer them food that eternally satisfies and much, much more.   Much like he offered the Samaritan woman water that would never cause her to thirst, he offers the crowd the bread of life, which will cause them never to grow hungry.  Which, as we find out, is Jesus offering the people his very own self.  It is Jesus alone who can provide them not only with food that endures, but life, good and true and abundant life, forever.  He is the sign and the satisfaction that they, and hopefully we, seek.


Augustine once wrote that, “Our souls are restless until they find their rest in God.”  We too, just like that crowd who approached Jesus, continue to be hungry and thirsty people as well.  We know many kinds of hunger throughout our lives.  We are hungry to be recognized, hungry to be seen, hungry to be known and loved, hungry to have purpose and to matter, and quite a good deal of us around the globe are just plain hungry.  So this text offers us a challenge as well: what are you yearning for?  And what are you seeking?  And perhaps most importantly, in what ways have you failed to expect more from God as well, searching only for full stomachs when God offers us full and meaningful lives?  Do we settle for mere signs of God’s grace rather than seeking and expecting God’s eternal, everlasting love for us?  In this text, the crowd asks Jesus for a sign of God’s power and divinity, so that they can trust and believe in him. They ask for something tangible and evident, like the sign of God’s provision that came down in the form of manna and quail as the Israelites wandered the desert, doubting whether or not the God who led them out of slavery was a God they could depend on and trust.  It’s not hard to imagine why this crowd wanted a sign from God.  After all, this was still early on in Jesus’ ministry and sure and visible proof is always reassuring.  But they couldn’t see that the sign they wanted was right there in front of them in the person of Jesus himself.  Could they trust Jesus Was the God of their ancestors still as faithful and alive and powerful as he was in the past?  Did he care about them too?   Perhaps we struggle with that as well.

What does it take for us to trust that God is there for us, providing for us, loving us, forgiving us, and offering us everything we could ever want?  In some ways, the crowd in this story has an enviable position:  first of all, they knew the stories of their ancestors, the Israelites, as part of their own story, as part of their shared and inherited history.  But most enviable is the fact that when these people had doubts, they had Jesus himself, right in front of them, preaching and teaching, loving and sharing, showing evidence through word and deed of God’s reliable love and mercy.  And, as we see, reassuring them and reminding them of God’s character.  

As I prepared for this sermon, I tried to think of experiences in which I grew to trust people in my own life.  How did it happen?  What was necessary to earn my trust and faith?  A few clear examples came to mind.  I thought of many experiences of team building with my own youth group growing up and also Trinity’s youth here, in which we have practiced blind trust walks, trust falls, and other exercises that help us grow in relationship with one another.  I also thought of a trip I took with Outward Bound, a rafting trip on the Colorado River in which we faced Class 4 rapids in the midst of a desolate and scorching desert landscape.  Because we all started the trip as strangers, building trust was an essential part of the experience, as we learned that our well being depended upon it.  To achieve this trust we did things like riding through rapids blindfolded, so that we would learn to completely trust and follow the directions of our navigator, who, thankfully was not blindfolded.  Another day, we had to swim through the rapids alone, with only our life jackets and the instructions of our guides to keep us safe from harm.  Of course, these are some extreme examples, where trust was the intentional objective, but I bet you can think of experiences in your own lives, where you have either earned the trust of another, or vice versa.  In our friendships or romantic relationships, trust is usually earned more subtlely and over time, through shared experiences and proven moments of reliability or devotion.  It’s a back and forth process, and sometimes one of trail and error.  The truth is, every time we venture to trust someone we take a great risk.  We put ourselves out there, having faith and hope that the other person or group will look out for us and care for our safety and well being, both physical and emotional.  Over time, we learn that some people have earned our trust, and there are others who lose our trust.   And in those wonderful and rare relationships, where we do reach a level of shared trust, things change completely.  We are more at ease, we feel comfortable sharing our thoughts and feelings, our hopes and fears.  When this happens, we live fuller, more three-dimensional lives.  In many ways, we flourish and blossom and are liberated to be ourselves.  If this kind of richness and satisfaction can happen when we trust our friends and our partners, imagine what kind of life we can live when we trust God.  The truth is, that we can trust God for the same reasons why the crowd at Capernaum trusted Jesus.  Because the story of the Israelites is our story as well, and the story of those who followed and pursued Jesus is ours too.  As Christians, it’s the true and reliable history that we have inherited as God’s beloved people.  That God is our God too.  Those many signs and miracles, those moments of God’s compassion and grace which are so clear and evident through the person of Jesus Christ, are reminders of God’s everlasting love, mercy, and grace.  They are signs we can experience and know today if we learn to notice and expect more from our relationship with God.  Because that offer of the bread of life, the nourishment from which we will never go hungry, not just in body, but in our spirits and souls, still stands.  It’s as vital and life giving as it always was, because Jesus’ is alive and powerful as he always has been.  

But what, you may ask, do we have to do to earn such abundant and full life?   The crowd who followed Jesus wondered this as well when they asked Jesus, What must we do to perform the works of God?  To this, Jesus replies, merely believe in the one whom God sent.  From God, we can expect everything and yet from us, so little is required, except to believe and trust in Jesus Christ, knowing that it is through him that God desires to know us and to love us.   Of course, I believe that the beauty of knowing and trusting that God is good and God is cares for us, is that it’s liberating for us and for the world around us.  When we notice God’s abundance and provision in our own lives, we cannot help but be reminded that this is God’s desire for the entire world.  So when we have been awakened to this satisfaction and peace in our own lives, we cannot help but notice the hunger and yearnings of those around us.  And when we act upon this awareness we become Jesus’ true disciples, feeding the hungry in body and spirit and caring for those in need, spreading and sharing the bread of life, which God desires all to experience.    So come.  Come to be fed and nourished, come to be awakened to life in all its fullness.  Come because we can expect more than we ever hoped for from God.  Come to be sent out in joy, for in God we can trust.   Thanks be to God.
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