
 Sunday 30 July 2006: Seventh Sunday after Trinity  
 
Five loaves and two fish  
 
Readings: Ephesians 3:14-end; John 6:1-21 
 
"There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so 
many people?" 
 
In the introduction to his book, “What is the point of being a Christian?”, the Dominican 
Timothy Radcliffe, describes a conversation with a friend. “Why be a Christian?” his friend 
asked. “Because it’s true”, Radcliffe replied. “But” his friend persisted, “what’s the point of 
being a Christian? What’s the purpose of it?”  Radcliffe explains his confusion at this line of 
questioning: If Christianity is true, then it does not have a point other than to point to God 
who is the point of everything. “Yes, but what does it do for you? What do you get out of it?” 
his friend asked, and Radcliffe finally grasps what his friend is getting at. If what we believe 
and direct our lives by is true, then it ought to have some consequences for the way we live 
our lives – it ought in some way to make a difference. 
 
It ought to make a difference to the way we live, but that doesn’t mean the purpose of being a 
Christian is to be good or even slightly better than we might be, or less stressed, or less 
anxious or richer or whatever. Christianity isn’t what’s now termed a lifestyle choice.  It 
would be so much easier for that ghastly phrase, “church marketing” if it did. “Christianity – 
refreshes the parts other lifestyle choices cannot reach”. 
 
Why am I a Christian? Because I believe it to be true. Because I believe that the truth we 
learn of God in Jesus Christ and our experience of the Holy Spirit is the only framework 
which ultimately gives meaning and purpose to our lives. But what does it do for me? What 
difference does it make?  That’s a much harder question to address. It doesn’t make me good 
for a start – and if we move beyond our personal lives and ask “what difference does the truth 
of Christianity make at a global level”, the picture doesn’t get any clearer.  Daily devastation 
and violence in Lebanon, Israel, Gaza, Baghdad; a world seemingly unable to halt a headlong 
rush to ecological disaster. What difference does the truth of Christianity make to our world?  
Or perhaps to put it another way, what is the connection between the realities we proclaim at 
the heart of our faith and the reality we experience day by day? Or even, in an echo, of the 
Gospel reading:  
 
"There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so 
many people?" 
 
Why am I a Christian? Because I believe it to be true. My experience is that occasionally, just 
occasionally, and usually very fleetingly that truth burns with an intensity which is 
overpowering. I guess I’m a Christian because I believe the “five loaves and two fishes” that 
those fleeting moments represent something in a world that is hungry for meaning, hungry for 
hope.   
 
I’ve recently been on a week of silent retreat, during which one of those all-too-fleeting but 
nevertheless tangible moments of encounter with the truth and glory and love of God was 
focussed for me in the reading we heard from Ephesians:  
 

 



I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may be strengthened in 
your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you may have the 
power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and 
depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with 
all the fullness of God.   
 
At the time of that glorious but fleeting encounter with the truth encapsulated in that passage, 
I myself found it impossible to describe in words what that truth means for me. Instead (and 
this from someone who used to have those two words with which teachers damn the talentless 
words - “Tries hard” - on their art report in school) I had to turn to large pieces of paper and 
copious amounts of paint to say something about the experience of God’s glory, about the 
breadth and length and height and depth of a love beyond knowledge, about the unimaginable 
gift of life in the fullness of  God’s presence. And the stream of colours I splashed on the 
paper were the only way I could find to express my belief in the truth in the reality to which 
those words from Ephesians attest.   
 
I painted another picture later. In that second picture the stream of love and truth and glory 
also flowed in all its fullness – at least to begin with. But it hit obstacles, it got diverted into 
pathways where it simply dried up or into backwaters where it grew stagnant. And some areas 
of the paper were without irrigation altogether. That was my picture of what it often feels like 
day by day – a picture which I guess is all too familiar for most of us. That was my picture of  
a different but equally true reality that I knew I would face sooner or later when my retreat 
ended.  
 
On the last day of my retreat I found myself looking at those two pictures – at those attempts 
to convey two realties – and asking the same questions I asked earlier – what’s the connection 
between those two realities? What difference does the breadth and length and height and 
depth of God’s love and glory -  which I hold to be profoundly true – make in my life, in this 
community, in this world – in all those places where day by day we experience in some 
measure violence and suffering as well as beauty and grace? 
 
"There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so 
many people?" 
 
John’s account of the feeding of the five thousand is, like so much else in that amazing 
gospel, a foretaste of Christ’s passion. And Christ’s passion is, for me,  the place for where 
those two realities are held together.   
 
"There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so 
many people?"  
 
ask the bewildered disciples.  In a world of so much need, in the places in our lives so much 
in need of love and grace, how can something like five loaves and two fishes make any 
difference at all?  
 
On one afternoon, on a Galilean hillside, Jesus takes the smallest morsels of food and in 
offering and  thanksgiving transforms them to feed a hungry crowd – enacting what was to be 
the pattern of his own death. Then he would take the life of one man and offer it to feed a 
hungry world to eternity.  In his gospel, John describes such miracles as “signs” – pointers to 
a different reality, pointers to a different way of seeing and doing and thinking and acting and 

 



being and living. Pointers to a truth, to a breadth and length and height and depth of love and 
to a fullness of being which  is beyond imagining.  
 
Christ’s passion is, for me, the place where those two realities are held together. For it’s there 
that that love and fullness of being encounters most directly those places which I depicted on 
my paper as being without irrigation. It’s there in that place of suffering where God seems so 
totally absent, that paradoxically, the glory of God is so totally present.  
 
Why am I a Christian? Because I believe it to be true, and because fleetingly and very 
occasionally I catch glimpses of that truth, like here at the altar in fragments of bread and sips 
of wine. And because I believe on some days at least, that through the death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ such tiny, transient glimpses really do make a difference to the other and 
different realities of our human experience – because I believe that even in a world of 
suffering and violence, even in those places in my life that seem so parched and devoid of 
irrigation, even there such tiny fragments of grace and self-giving love are enough to feed us 
to eternity.  
 
"There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so 
many people?"  
 
I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth 
and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so 
that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 
 
Revd Liz Griffiths 
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