
“No, Really - Thank You” – John 6:25-35 – Oct 7/07 (Thanksgiving Sunday)
Last weekend when I was back in Ontario the weather was magnificent! It was that classic Fall

weather you see on calendars – the trees in riotous reds and oranges and yellows, the sky cobalt blue,
the air warm during the day but with that certain Fall crispness at night. Fall in Ontario is very
different from the onset of the rainy season that signals the approach of winter here. But whether
there, or here, I really like the Fall – it’s a time of year that triggers instant thoughts of roast turkey,
mashed potatoes and gravy, pumpkin pie … yum! Sitting on the airplane for five hours I had lots of
time to think about such delights, and reflected on just how blessed I am. Food, drink, clothing, a nice
truck, a wonderful congregation, the kids coming over for Thanksgiving dinner this afternoon – the
thought comes naturally and often, “I am truly blessed – thank you, Lord!” Of course, being thankful
for so many good things in life seems natural this week, especially with today being Thanksgiving
Sunday.

And yet as natural as it is, there’s a problem with being thankful for such things, a problem that
is revealed or highlighted in today’s reading from John’s Gospel. That problem is pointed out by Jesus
right at the beginning of the reading, when the crowd chased after him and discovered him on the other
side of the sea. A little background is in order here, so that we may hear the problem more clearly.
Chapter Six in John’s Gospel is a complex collection of events, beginning with the feeding of the five
thousand with a few loaves of bread and several fish. Appropriately enough, before distributing the
bread Jesus gave thanks. The crowd, thankful that their hunger was satisfied, tried to make this man
king – who wouldn’t want a king who could make the economy yield all sorts of good things as if by
magic?! Jesus would have none of being made king by the crowd, and withdrew again to the mountain
by himself. (Do you ever wonder if he had second thoughts about this miracle while he was alone on
the mountain – “Oh God, was it a mistake to feed them?”) Then, when darkness fell, the disciples got
into a boat and headed for the other shore. They ran into a storm, and Jesus came to them walking
across the water and calming the storm.

The next day, the crowd tried to figure out what had happened. How had he given them the
slip? After all, they saw he didn’t get into the boat and yet he was nowhere to be seen, not even where
he had given thanks and they had eaten the bread. Can’t you see the growing frustration of the people?
“He was right here, and now it’s time to eat again – where’d he go?!”

And that’s where we enter into our reading – as the people discover Jesus on the other side of
the Sea of Tiberias. “Rabbi, when did you come here?” is the way the question was recorded, but from
Jesus’ answer I’m sure it was a whole lot more petulant than that – more like “how did you get away
from us?” I’m sure their question was more whiney and petulant because Jesus chastised them –
“you’re looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves.”
“You’re chasing after the wrong things” was Jesus’ rebuke to the crowd … “you’re looking for food
for your belly and not for food for your soul.” Indeed, several times he issues the same challenge to
them, but they keep coming back to wanting food to eat while Jesus keeps trying to point out to them
that they really need to be looking for a different kind of sustenance. Time and again they don’t get
the message and keep missing the point that Jesus is trying to make. Time and again they miss the
signs that point to the unique relationship between Jesus and God and focus instead merely on the
bread for their stomachs.

Sadly, not much has changed in the past two thousand years, has it? The crowds are still lured
by a theology of curses and blessings – still drawn by promises of “believe in Jesus and your every
want will be fulfilled.” The advertising messages are still pumped from pulpits and over the airwaves
proclaiming that your faith is the key to a happy marriage, to a new car, to a nice home in the suburbs,
to the job of your dreams, to health, wealth and above all, happiness. Bumper-sticker slogans abound
as the crowd still chases Jesus looking for bread – some bizarre ideas for slogans keep coming to mind
such as “keep smiling in your faith and your faith will keep you smiling” and “this [gas-guzzling] SUV



powered by Jesus-love.” I heard of one the other day that I enjoyed, “Jesus is coming – look busy!”
We don’t have to look very far even today to see examples of the crowd chasing Jesus eager to be
showered with more blessings of bread.

Even more sadly there is a terrible downside to such a superficial theology of blessings and
curses – an understanding of “your faith will result in blessing upon blessing” – and that is the
discouragement when such an understanding meets real life. Real life is full of bumps and hollows and
dark places and rough spots – and those who see blessings as a guaranteed product of faith also tend to
see these rough spots as curses or at least as absences of blessings, which in turn produces in them a
crisis of faith. The flip side of “just believe and Jesus will give you all the bread – the blessings, the
good things of life – you ask for” is that when these things don’t appear then belief turns to doubt.
“Gee, I don’t have any blessings, so my faith must be no good” is the trap laid by that theology.

That’s why it’s important to hear Jesus’ message to the crowd that they are chasing after the
wrong kind of blessing – that they are missing the point of the signs, the miracles, the blessings. They
kept asking for a sign, and missed the big sign – Jesus himself. We need to hear the irony that in their
quest for tangible blessings they missed that they were within touching distance of God.

That message still applies to the crowds – and to us – today. Does it mean that we are not to
give thanks for the blessings we enjoy? Of course not – give thanks in everything and for every good
thing you enjoy, says Paul. Join in the harvest festivals and thanksgivings – respond to God with
joyful thanksgiving for every blessing that you enjoy! Rejoice and give thanks for the bread – and
turkey and dressing and pumpkin pie. Rejoice and give thanks for the wine – and the Starbuck’s and
the good pure water in flowing abundance.

But Jesus’ message stills drums a foundational beat under all of this rejoicing and thanksgiving.
Above all, and in all, and at all times give thanks for the bread of life – for Jesus himself, the ultimate
gift of love and reconciliation from God. The wondrous Cob’s bread will soon go stale, and even
moldy; wine will quickly oxidize and go sour; the tangible blessings of life can all too easily disappear
in the blink of an eye. Only a generation ago when the stock market crashed millionaires overnight
became street vendors, selling apples at a nickel apiece. Within the last half-decade opulent homes in
Baghdad became looted empty shells in which the occupants huddled in fear. Tangible blessings are
fragile and transient, so by all means say “thanks” to God for such blessings whenever they exist.

But – and this is the point Jesus was trying to make to the hungry crowd – above all, say “no,
really – thank you” to God for the blessing that is Jesus himself. The love, the reconciliation, the
grace, the forgiveness that is the gift from God in Jesus Christ is the true blessing. The life eternal that
is the covenant in Christ sealed in his body, his blood is the true bread of life, the blessing that does not
ever tarnish or spoil. It is the one blessing that will not ever be lost, or taken away, or wither and die.
That gift of life itself, life secure within the loving embrace of God signed in Christ’s arms is the
blessing and gift for which we offer our deepest and most heartfelt thanks – not just the superficial,
even if truly meant, “thanks” of daily living – but the from-the-heart, “no, really – thank you”
appreciation that reveals that we finally get, we finally understand the magnificence of the gift of life
that God has given us in Christ Jesus, our Lord.

What better time than this Thanksgiving Sunday, a time of year when we pause to consider all
for which we are thankful – and we do have so much for which to be thankful – what better time than
this to stop and reflect on that for which we should be the most thankful of all. This is the weekend
when many of us will gather at tables groaning with the weight of turkey and cranberries and mashed
potatoes and other harvest veggies. Today here we also gather at this table – the Lord’s table, groaning
with the weight of the bread of life and the wine of the covenant of love and reconciliation. At both
tables we pause to give thanks, but especially here at the Lord’s table, let us pause and say to God with
all of our heart and mind and soul, “no, really – thank you!”


