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When I was a little boy growing up in the United States, I knew an old lady who always 

liked to take her shoes off whenever she went out to tend to the plants and flowers in her garden.  

Having seen her do this on multiple occasions and being curious about her reasons for it, one day I 

worked up the courage to ask her why she did it, why she always wanted to be barefoot when 

working outdoors.  In response, she first gave me a big smile and then explained that she had 

grown up on a farm and had worked in her bare feet for as long as she could remember.  And 

then she concluded with the memorable phrase: ‘I’ve always just loved to feel the soil between my 

toes’.   

As someone who himself has lived his entire life in towns and cities, I’ve always been 

fascinated by people who possess this kind of basic connection to the land, something I myself 

have never had.  My feet are much more accustomed to the smooth hardness of pavements than 

they are to the pliable richness of the earth.  And I admit that this has always felt like something of 

a limitation when we come to a day like this one, when the Church invites us once again to give 

thanks for the harvest and for the abundance of God’s natural creation.  Not least, because the 

nearest I come to any regular contact with the agricultural cycle is usually during my weekly shop 

at the fruit and vegetable section of the local supermarket.  So while it may be obvious that we’re 

all completely dependent on the earth in order to live, I and many others like me increasingly lead 

a lifestyle that isolates us from the very sources of our physical survival.  Fewer and fewer of us, it 

seems, have very many occasions anymore to really feel the soil between our toes.  

Of course, things couldn’t have been more different for the Israelites, who in our reading 

this morning from Deuteronomy receive instruction from Moses about how they should conduct 

themselves once they’ve settled in the Promised Land.  Because for the Israelites to possess the 

land is not only essential to their physical survival but also to their understanding of themselves as 

a people in relation to God.  To settle on the land and to make a life by the land is for them a 
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validation of their faith, the faith that God is indeed a God who keeps His promises and who 

redeems those who have been oppressed.  Which is why Moses instructs them that when they 

offer the first fruits of the land at the place of worship, each is to announce to the priest: ‘I declare 

this day to the LORD your God that I have come into the land which the LORD swore to our 

fathers to give us’ (26.3).  The harvest is thus not so much a time to recognise the soil’s fertility or 

even the virtue of hard work, but rather a moment to recognise that the whole people of Israel 

have received a gift.  Every time a crop is raised or every time an animal is fattened or a tree is 

felled, the people are reminded of their absolute dependence upon God, the God who led them 

out of Egypt and into this land of milk and honey.  And so, the story of their redemption is bound 

up in the soil itself, and the first fruits are each year a kind of re-telling of that story.  To celebrate 

the bounty of the land, then, is not just to celebrate one’s individual survival but instead a kind of 

perpetuating of the larger story of God’s people from one generation to the next (v.11). 

 It’s really only when we can appreciate how deeply ingrained in the Jewish psyche this 

story was and is that we can begin to appreciate, even a little bit, the boldness of the claims that 

Jesus made in his own time and place.  The exchange in our Gospel reading between Jesus and 

some of those who’ve been following him – this exchange illustrates both his deep appreciation 

for that story, as well as his readiness to challenge it.  It’s also important to remember, of course, 

that just before this conversation, Jesus has miraculously supplied food for thousands of hungry 

people, so it’s not surprising that they instinctively come looking for him again the very next day.  

Moreover, in having done all this, Jesus shows that he’s alive to the very pressing needs of these 

poor and downtrodden people, people who look to him as a possible saviour.  Even so, he’s still 

insistent that they need something more profound than that which he’s already given them.  ‘Do 

not labour for the food which perishes,’ he advises, ‘but for the food which endures to eternal life’ 

(Jhn 6.27).   

It’s precisely at this moment, then, that Jesus pushes the boundaries of the redemption 

story, a story that can be traced all the way back to Moses.  It’s a story that’s built on the land 
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itself as evidence, as proof, of God’s faithfulness.  And this is the same sort of evidence or proof 

people now expect Jesus to offer in order to back up his own claims.  If he’s promising them that 

there’s something more to their life than daily bread, then they want to know just what it is and 

what it’s going to cost them.  For his part, Moses not only brought their ancestors safely through 

the wilderness, he also gave them laws for how to respond correctly to God’s gift.  The question 

then becomes: what exactly is Jesus proposing as an alternative?  His alternative, it turns out, is 

radical in its simplicity: they must believe in him, and only then they will have the bread of heaven, 

not bread provided by Moses or any other human being, but only by God alone (v.32).  And unlike 

that bread he has himself already provided for them the day before, this kind of bread won’t have 

them waking up the next day, wishing they had more.  ‘I am the bread of life,’ Jesus proclaims; ‘he 

who comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst’ (v.35).  The 

problem with the old story of redemption is that the thing first given by God as a gift – that is, the 

land – has now become captive to those obsessed with their own power.  Yet the new story of 

redemption promises that even when the land has been overtaken by foreign occupiers and its 

produce is hoarded by the rich and the greedy, even so, God will still feed his people.  And that’s 

because he feeds them in and through the person of Jesus Christ.  

 Now, there’s no doubt that there remains a practical question to be confronted here, one 

which hungry people will always rightly ask: just how is one supposed to eat a belief?  And this 

question is taking on an ever-greater urgency in our own present moment, as more and more of 

us face the challenge of economic recession, particularly the ever-increasing costs of food and 

heating.  Nonetheless, the claim that lies at the very heart of Jesus’ life and teaching is that such 

concerns must never become the sum total of who we understand ourselves to be.  Without 

question, all people must have their daily bread, and only the most callous and complacent among 

us would ever wish to claim otherwise.   Yet, at the same time, the value and meaning of our lives 

is in fact about so much more than this, so that to focus purely on our physical needs runs the risk 

mistaking the creation for the Creator.  The land and its fruits are good, but never as an end unto 
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themselves, and always because they point towards the love and generosity of God.  And this, it 

seems to me, may be a lesson for us here today, as we observe this Harvest Thanksgiving.  We’re 

gathered here because we’re celebrating the richness of God’s world, so even if you’re a city-boy 

like me, there’s never going to be a shortage of ways to share what God has placed in our hands.  

In being here today, we’re also invited to discover again that abiding connection between our 

bodies and our souls, between the fruits of the earth and the grace of our God.  So, whether or 

not we can literally feel the soil between our toes, we can still know an intimacy with the One 

who made the earth and all that fills it, the one whose Son is always be ready to feed us, both in 

and out of season. 


