PAGE  
1

Oil & Wine Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time  26 July
• 2 Kgs 4:42-44  • Ps 145 (144):10-11, 15-18  • Eph 4:1-6  • John 6:1-15


Because Mark’s is the shortest gospel, and there is no ‘Year of John,’ with lectionary readings from it being reserved for a privileged place in the Lenten and Easter seasons, the Markan readings are interrupted for the next five Sundays to allow for  the Sunday assembly to hear John 6, and the important Bread of Life discourse. 
Before we hear the Bread of Life discourse in John 6, we have the feeding of the five thousand, the miracle whose importance is underlined by being the only miracle that is recounted in each of the four gospels. In each gospel it has eucharistic overtones, but also its own distinctive theological perspective. John situates the feeding at Passover, and the crowds that follow Jesus and his disciples are a long way from where their religious leaders would expect them to be at this time, namely, in Jerusalem. Jesus will die at another Passover time after his rejection and after another meal. Now he has a more receptive audience, even though their motives for following him are mixed. They have seen him healing the sick, and they no doubt hope that they might also profit from associating with this miracle worker. The feeding of the five thousand will not only be told in the later eucharistic language of taking, blessing and giving, but will be followed by the discourse on the life-giving presence of Jesus and his sacrificial offering of his flesh and blood, his whole living, human reality for the sake of the world. By the flow of his narrative, John will help us to look beyond the bread to the Bread.
In Basil Hume:10 years on, a memoir edited by Hume’s nephew William Charles, and published last month, ten years after the death of the Cardinal, Charles recalls Hume’s visit to Ethiopia in 1984 when hundreds of thousands of people were starving as a result of civil war, bad harvests and political intrigue. In a thin old man protectively holding a shawl around his dying wife yet hoarsely blessing the Cardinal for coming to them, in the woman with a cross tattooed on her forehead and her dead child in her arms, in the ten year-old boy who gripped the Cardinal’s hand for half an hour, pointed to his mouth, and from time to time rubbed Hume’s hand against his cheek… in all of these abandoned people the Cardinal recognised their craving for food and drink and love. It was one day when he was celebrating Mass in Ethiopia, Hume said: “that I understood as I’ve never understood before, the secret of Holy Communion. Our Lord, realising how much we need love, how much we need to be fed by him, had this marvellous way of doing it: by giving himself to us.” This is the response that John wants us to share.
There are several different responses in this gospel, and we might reflect as to which are closest to our own. Jesus will respond to the mixed response of the crowd to him without any illusions, for he knows what is in everyone (cf. John 2:27-28), but he wants to involve his disciples in the feeding of the people’s hungers. Philip gives a logical response when Jesus asks him where they can get bread for such a large number. Even a few crumbs for everyone would cost more than half the annual wage of a labourer, he says, and they don’t have that kind of money! Andrew’s response is pragmatic, and also offered to show how impossible the feeding situation is. He produces one small boy with five coarse barley loaves and two dried fish. Realistically, this would be an adequate meal for a couple of people, but not for five thousand! Jesus does not rebuke these two disciples for their utilitarian suggestions, for his concern is that the people, the disciples included, recognise what is about to happen as a ‘sign’ that points to a reality that is beyond logic and reason: points to who Jesus is, and how he will satisfy not only empty stomachs but also empty hearts.
Jesus tells the disciples to make the crowd “sit  down,” to recline in the Passover posture of free, eating people. Then he takes the little that is offered to him, the few loaves and fish, and in his hands it becomes an abundant meal. Only in John’s account does Jesus use the word eucharistéo (“to give thanks”); he alone distributes the bread and commands the disciples to gather the fragments using a word that in the liturgy of the early church would become the technical term for the eucharistic elements. The leftovers were collected “so that nothing may be lost” (literally “perish”), perhaps a symbol of the community to be gathered by Jesus’ self-sacrificing love so that none may perish (cf. John 3:16; 10:28).  After the feeding, the response of the crowd is to wonder “What’s in this for us?” And they voice the opinion that Jesus must be the prophet of whom Moses spoke (Deut 18:15) and who would usher in the messianic era. So they want to take him “by force,” to manipulate him to their own social and political expectations of such a messiah and make him king. But then and now there is a big difference between sponsoring Jesus as a handy provider, especially of material goods, and recognising him in faith as Lord. So Jesus withdraws into mountain solitude. Later he will return for the deeper engagement with them that we will hear proclaimed on the coming Sundays.
Gathered today at the Eucharist, we bring the little that we have: our fragmented lives, our human inadequacies, the scraps of our successes and failures, our hopes and our fears. We offer these to God, along with the fruits of the earth and the work of human hands, through Christ and with Christ and in Christ. Just as with the small boy’s meagre offering, they are accepted, transformed, and given back to us as the sacramental Body and Blood of Christ into whom we are gathered. This is not logic, reason nor selfish expectation; this is eucharistía – thanksgiving for God’s abundant generosity.
The first reading from the Second Book of Kings is obviously chosen because of the themes that relate to the gospel: the hungry crowd and their feeding with a small amount of food. A man arrives from a place named as Baal-Salisha, possibly a place of the cult of the god Baal. He offers to Elisha, the man of God,  and not to the Baal, some of the precious first fruits of the harvest – a hopeful sign that the famine may be ending. Elisha tells him to give the twenty loaves of barley and fresh grain to the hundred hungry people who are with Elisha. One of Elisha’s servants objects that this amount of food is obviously inadequate, Elisha simply repeats his command, adding the prophetic word: “For thus says the Lord, ‘They shall eat and have some left.’ ” And so it was.
We may hear much of the folkloric in such a miracle, and yet it conveys fundamental aspects of biblical faith: the power of God’s word, the prophetic care for the poor and the needy, the insistence that sufficient food is also a blessing from God. We are challenged to find ways to provide for these needs, for example: with advocacy for or involvement in food banks; with respect for the earth so that its abundance will have the capacity to feed its people; with generous sharing of personal material and financial resources; with prayer and whatever action is possible for us to alleviate the hunger of those who are starved of friendship, perhaps by the simple offer of a listening ear. “For thus says the Lord”… that the needs of people are met through the Spirit of Jesus working in the services provided by individuals and the community, whether they are recognised as this or not.
As a community gathered around the eucharistic table, we give thanks to God for everything with which our compassionate God nourishes us as we pray verses from Ps 145 (144). For some monastic communities, verses 15-16 are traditionally part of table grace. God sustains not only our physical and mortal lives, but also nourishes us with an abundance that overflows into eternal life. The sacramental bread and wine are the first fruits of Jesus’ sacrifice, the feeding promised at his last meal on earth with his disciples.
The love of Christ has so captured Paul that whether physically in or out of prison he is always “a prisoner in the Lord.” He begs the Christians at Ephesus “to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called,” and the word “lead” might be more concretely translated as “walk,” with the sense of a public and visible way of life that is proud of its commitment. To bear with one another in love, to be unselfish, patient, gentle and a peacemaker are all social virtues. These are the chains that bind us together, says Paul, that make us prisoners of Christ’s love.  As witness to the source of such unity, Paul proclaims what may have developed as an early profession of faith in one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God who is transcendent and immanent in all creation, both human and cosmic. As we look around at our eucharistic assembly today, do we recognise this hidden and huge mystery which binds us together? And how do we live this mystery beyond the liturgical moment?
To live in unity with the very varied humanity that made up a Benedictine community in the sixth century was a challenge, as it was for the church at Ephesus. Benedict speaks of all kinds of people: those who loved solitude and those who love gallivanting around the countryside, the obedient and the self-willed and self-centred (RB 1), free men and former slaves (RB 2.18), old and young (RB 37), craftsmen and labourers (RB 48.8), the restless and the obedient, literate and illiterate (RB 58.20), the rich and the poor (RB 59). Today there is still the challenge of a reverent and reconciled life together when there is a gap between cultures, wealth, or visions of church. Timothy Radcliffe OP writes that: “…the Church must become a place of scandalous freedom in which we dare to float ideas, test hypotheses, affirm an awkward and unpopular truth, and tell the Emperor that he has no clothes on or hear that we have none on ourselves.” Benedict did not fear differences. He knew the importance of people speaking and listening to one another (RB 3), and above all the readiness to respect personal differences and patiently bear the burdens of one another’s “weaknesses of body or behaviour” (RB 72.4-5). Today’s Christian communities, families, parishes are called to give witness to the possibility of such love because of the love of Christ, the absolute point of convergence in whom our unity will be achieved.
