B. 17th Sunday in Ordinary Time #3                                                                             Jn6: 1-15

Scene

Jesus multiplies the loaves and fish and the people recognize him as the Prophet who is to come in to the world. 

Background

Ch 6 contains two of the only seven miracles Jn records- the multiplication of the loaves and fishes and the walking on water. Both of these remind one of Moses’ miracles during the Exodus after the first Passover, the miraculous provision of manna and the walking dry shod through the water of the Red Sea. Jesus will exceed Moses’ powers and indeed replace him. He provides the food himself, rather than through intercession and he himself walks on the water, not just through a path between the water. These two miracles serve to introduce Jesus’  "Bread of Life" Discourse, where Jesus is revealed as the real bread from heaven .He is real heavenly bread in so far as he provides the nourishment of divine revelation or teaching (6: 35-51) and he is that bread in so far as he provides his eucharistic flesh and blood (6: 51b-58). 

The multiplication of the loaves and fish is the only miracle recorded by all four evangelists. In fact, Mk and Mt record it twice- once with 5000 and again with 4000 participants. These high numbers have caused some to question whether the miracle actually happened or whether this is merely a symbolic story about a lot of people sharing their relatively little resources (lunches) with each other at Jesus’ behest. (Jn inserts the detail of the youngster giving up his/her lunch to counter that argument.) However, a story so well attested in all four gospels leaves little doubt that the evangelists are reporting about a real event as well as a real miracle. Jesus miraculously fed a large number of people on that day close to the feast of Passover. Having said that, however, it is also true that the story is told with a large overlay of symbolism. The early church could not help but see in this story a foreshadowing, a prefigurement, a preparation for, the Eucharist.  The story has been remembered for its symbolic significance. The wording of the blessing and distribution of the bread in all four gospels shows a relation to the Last Supper accounts.  This suggests that the actual event had a quasi-sacramental character: the meal was important for its meaning, rather than for the physical nourishment of the people. 

In the Synoptic accounts the miracle of feeding is preceded by teaching. First Jesus teaches and then he feeds. This order has been preserved in the Eucharistic liturgy, first the Word service and then the Word-made-flesh, the Eucharist. However, in Jn’s account there is no specific mention of Jesus teaching before he feeds the people (although we presume that is, in fact, what happened). Jn highlights the actions of Jesus as themselves teaching. Indeed, his “Bread of Life” discourse the next day Jesus teaches he himself is the revelatory word of God who gives divine teaching. He is the Wisdom of God personified in human form and flesh who gives himself as such in the Eucharist.

Text

v.4 the Passover: The Passover coincided with the Feast of Unleavened Bread which commemorated not only the flight from Egypt, but also the first food from grain when the Israelites reached the Promised Land, signifying the moment when the manna ceased. But John's reference to the feast here is probably more general: Jesus replaces the OT manna and the whole Passover itself. The Eucharist is the new Passover meal. Thus the miraculous “supper” anticipates the Last Supper which institutes the Eucharist which is God feeding his people until they reach the Promised Land of heaven.
v. 5  he said to Philip: In the Synoptic accounts of the first feeding, the disciples draw attention to the people's need, 

and Jesus tells them to make provision. This provokes their question "How are we to do it?" Jn, however, brings up the subject while the people are still arriving, instead of at the end of a long day, and places the question on Jesus' lips. In so doing he is using his favorite device of misunderstanding. Since Jesus is from above he is easily misunderstood by earthlings, using as he does earth-language to convey heaven-meaning. These misunderstandings enable Jesus to explain his thought more thoroughly. Remember this is more a literary technique than an historical remembrance, though something like it must surely have happened. Here, for instance, Jesus asks the question, but -in v.6- he himself knew what he would do. As always, in Jn, Jesus is in control of the situation. It is a test question intended to teach that the food of Jesus belongs to another level of reality. 

v. 9 There is a boy here: This vivid and attractive detail is mentioned only in John. In all the Synoptic accounts the disciples have themselves brought the food. The word for “boy” ( Gk paidarion) can he used of either sex and is often applied to a young slave boy or girl, and used like "boy" in our society. The detail has homiletic usefulness, teaching that he had not much to offer, but offered what little he had and Jesus found in it the materials for a miracle. 

five barley loaves and two fish: Only Jn specifies barley, which was generally used by the poorer people. Possibly it is 

an allusion to the date, as the Passover was the time of the barley-harvest. Jn’s word for "fish" (Gk opsarion) can mean dried or pickled fish, used as a relish with bread. They would be no bigger than sardines. Pickled fish from Galilee were known all over the Roman Empire, though this word for it appears in the NT only here and in Jn 21: 9f, 13. Jn pays little attention to the fish, because only the bread will be the subject of the discourse. 

v. 12 fragments left over: No doubt the original motive for this detail was to allude to the story of Elisha (found in 2Kgs 4: 42-44 and this week’s first reading) miraculously feeding over a hundred people with twenty barley loaves and having some “left over.” This detail underlines the abundance of food present. Reverential care of the Eucharistic “leftovers” and fragments by the subsequent church finds its basis in this detail.

v. 13 twelve wicker baskets: Jews all carried food baskets with them because of their strict dietary laws. Apparently, those present had already eaten the food they had brought along. Now they serve as repositories for the remaining food. The size of these “baskets” (Gk kophinos) is not specified, nor is the symbolism of the number twelve exploited. Possibly the original tradition mentioned the baskets merely as a way of estimating the leavings, i.e., as much as would fill 12 baskets, but all the evangelists take it quite literally. In none of the accounts is the obvious symbolism of the number 12 mentioned. 

v. 14 the prophet: This means the "prophet like Moses" of Dt 18:15 and is definitely messianic. Moses gave manna; Jesus gives bread. Also, the "one who is to come" is a description of the prophet Elijah; here Jesus has multiplied barley bread, as did Elijah's successor Elisha (2Kgs 4: 42-44). In 1Kgs 19 a definite parallel was drawn between Elijah and Moses. Both were considered prophets, though Moses represented the (now written) Law and Elijah the spoken word (or oral law). Jesus’ behavior was just too similar to theirs for the people not to get the connection.

v. 15 carry him off to make him king: While the common folk knew that the Messiah would be a man of God, a prophet, they were more impressed that he would be a king, an ideal David, a military superman who would vindicate their centuries of humiliation as a dominated people (by the Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks and now Romans). This verse alerts the reader that this insight into the religious character of Jesus and his divine origins would be short-lived among the people. Jesus will complain shortly that people are following him for the wrong reasons. So, he withdraws from public view in order for the frenzy to die down. Apparently, given the choice, Jesus prefers outright and open rejection to acceptance of him for the wrong reasons.

Reflection

Momentary insights into Jesus or God or faith are not enough. Look at what happened in this story. Right after Jesus miraculously fed the crowd they concluded that he was truly “the Prophet, the one who is to come into the world.” They really saw into Jesus, saw him as he truly was. But, just for a fleeting moment. Then, right away they want to make him king. That is to say they wanted to make him into  something of their own making, make him into what they wanted him to be. As the story unfolds in ch 6 it gets progressively worse. They start “murmuring” against him and what he is saying. (Remember the exodus generation were famous for their murmuring against God an d Moses when things did not go the way they expected them to go.) Jesus was turning out to be his own man and they did not like it. He was not just another idol to be duped by popular adulation and adoration to becoming a figment of his own and others’ imagination. Even some of his disciples parted company with Jesus when they heard his teaching on his Eucharistic presence. (We will study that unhappy event on the Twenty-First Sunday.)

It is clear that faith must be fed, daily fed, just like the human body. It is not enough to have an insight here and there. That moment of truth needs to be nurtured and nourished into a habit of truth. Otherwise, as it becomes a more and more distant memory, it can succumb to the disease that infects all memories, namely, selectivity. When we reminisce, merely reminisce, we select the parts of an experience we either like or dislike and ignore the other details. That way we can revise history rather than revisit it. We can make the past be what we want it to be. And we can do the same with our experience of God or Jesus. If we don’t, as AA likes to say, “keep the memory” green, it starts to rot. God, of course, knew this about the human beings he created, so when he fed them in the desert he gave them daily bread, only enough for that day (except for a double portion the day before the Sabbath). He knew that a once in a while miracle of manna would not keep their memories green and they would not grow into God but rather grow into a distorted notion of God. Jesus, being divine himself, also knew that his once and for all death-resurrection-ascension into heaven would not guarantee that his people would remain true to him and keep a true vision of him. So he also gave us his daily bread to daily nourish this experience of his spiritual presence within us. Without the Eucharist we would have some historical insights into Jesus but not  a daily experience of him. And we would do what the people who participated in the miracle of the multiplication did . We would start distorting the original experience and turning it into something we liked rather than keeping alive what it really and truly is. Indeed, Catholics believe that is just what happened. Many Protestants have had to take the clear meaning of Jesus’ recorded words and deeds and make them say something other than what they say in order to justify disbelief in the Eucharistic presence.

The point here is not to bash Protestants, but to remind Catholics that just because we have a doctrine of the Eucharist does not necessarily mean that we have an experience eof the Eucharistic Lord. That requires a steady diet of the Word along with the Word-made-flesh. Otherwise, we will also twist the Lord in order to fit him into our preconceived notions. No, the antidote for a sustained and authentic experience of the Lord is not a mindless reception of the Eucharist on as many occasions as possible, but a reverence for his presence in both the Word and the Word-made-flesh, a daily or weekly reception of both. As ch 6 will go on to teach Jesus is both Wisdom (revelation and teaching) and Eucharist (feeding). Like the exodus generation we need both enlightenment (direction) and food for the journey into the eternal realm, the true Promised “Land.”  While on earth this is a progressive “into.” It is a daily nourishment from God and a daily nurturing of those insights on our part, a mutual indwelling, that will bring us to our final destination, God himself.

Jesus gave us the Eucharist not because he needed to prove he was God, but because he knew (he always knew what he was doing) that we as humans needed it. Occasional insights into him can and should start the process, but do not guarantee its continuing. The Eucharist does. It is not enough to merely see the truth, we must eat it, consume it, digest it, let it become part of us. In his infinite wisdom God knew that even though Jesus would accomplish our salvation by one and only one act of sacrifice, we, on our side of the equation, would need to renew that gracious act many times over throughout our early lives if it was to stick to our bones. Denying or ignoring any aspect of divinity, especially the divinity of Christ, amounts to denying or ignoring a corresponding aspect of our own humanity. Making Jesus any less divine makes us that much less human. The Eucharist respects our humanity at least as much as it reveals Jesus’ divinity.

Key Notions

1. Jesus cares about our physical well being as well as our spiritual well being.

2. Jesus’ teaching about seeking imperishable food does not rule out being concerned about feeding the physically hungry.

3. Jesus’ extravagance in showering his blessings upon us does not mean he is unconcerned about our wasting resources.

4. Jesus was never fooled by the adulation or admiration of the public.

Food For Thought

1. The Compassionate Youngster: Even though the translation calls him a little boy, he could just as well have been a little girl. Indeed the word used is neuter (Gk paidarion). There are two remarkable things about this youngster. One is that he or she actually gave up his/her little lunch. What a great thing for a child to do!  Certainly, in such a large crowd of about five thousand (and that’s only counting the men) there had to be others who also had some food in their “baskets.”  The other remarkable thing is that there was so little food to be offered to Jesus. Five loaves and two fish were as nothing compared to the need. Yet, Jesus took this act of childlike compassion and generosity and found the material for a miraculous multiplication. This little child, whom Jesus said (at another time) to “let come unto me,” has become down through the ages the model for the Presentation of Gifts at the Eucharist. Like him or her, we all offer all we have to Jesus, no matter how small, inadequate or paltry, and he takes it and multiplies it and gives it back to us with his blessing upon it and his presence within it. Many a “miracle” has been denied the world simply because people did not give up what little they had for a greater good. Part of the miracle of every Mass is that we can muster up the generosity to offer the Lord all we have and are and even are not, humbled by its lack of size and value, hopeful that it will be acceptable to him since it is all we have. This youngster’s example has been an inspiration down through the ages to all Christians. Like the widow’s mite and like the smallest of seeds that grows into a large tree, every Christian adds his or her small contribution to the miracle of the Mass and receives it back again multiplied, glorified, by Christ himself.

2. Wasting Resources: When resources are scarce people can become stingy and selfish. When resources are abundant people can become wasteful. Before the multiplication the issue was scarcity of resources, but after the issue became wasting them. So, Jesus instructs his disciples to gather up what was left over to be used on another occasion. God is lavish in bestowing his graces upon us, be it light, water, electricity, food, and especially, love. Because the resources of the earth are in plentiful supply there is no justification for wasting them, taking them for granted and for not putting the excess in places where they can be used by those who have scarce and scant resources. The same is true of love. It is easy for us to waste the love others shower upon us, to feel we deserve it, to take it for granted, and worst of all, to not share it with still others. The respect that we show for the remaining hosts at the Eucharist is not only because we believe that Jesus is present personally in each host (extending even to their fragments and crumbs) but also because we are following Jesus’ specific directive to not waste anything, no matter how seemingly insignificant. To some the care we take with the Eucharistic fragments may seem more compulsive-obsessive than reverential, and no doubt there are some who are indeed that way. Nonetheless, being careless with the Eucharistic fragments and crumbs may be an indication of a more general carelessness with all of God’s “fragments and crumbs.” At a time when we are most aware of the presence of the Lord within us and within everyone who has received him in the Eucharist it would be really odd if we then proceeded to treat the “five loaves and two fish, “ the small leftovers, with indifference. After all, the story here is that the miracle of multiplication of resources began with “fragments and crumbs” and grew into a meal.

3. Idols: Jesus knew that the adulation and admiration of the crowd would be short-lived. Miracles grow old faster than bread goes stale. In the emotion of the moment they wanted to make him king. So he kept a low profile for a while, really only a day, and the tide turned. The next day they were at the throat of the man who fed them, no longer able to stomach his message of the eternal bread of life. Fame is fickle. Popularity is fickle. And Jesus was nobody’s fool. He used his powers to help people, not to advance his career. That was a temptation he got over even before he began his public ministry and he was not about to succumb to it now. What a great example he gives us when the world flatters us or when we seek the adulation of the world. To what end? Fifteen minutes of fame? One thing about the idols humans create and then worship. They do not last long. They get replaced by the latest or next fad, craze, hype, or charlatan. Jesus is the real deal. All these other quick-fix saviors fail to deliver on what they promise or never really promised anything in the first place. They are figments of our own fertile imaginations, hoping for salvation on our terms, creating idols of our own making and then being disappointed because they do not deliver on what they never promised in the first place.

It is not surprising that Jn's account of the multiplication shows adaptation to the scene of the Eucharist. Even though Jn reports no institution scene, his church was familiar with it through their celebration of the Eucharist. The phrase "so that nothing will perish ... 11 may be an indication of the care taken of the Eucharistic fragments in his church. However, more importantly, the phrase is a preparation for v. 27, where Jesus says that the people have misunderstood the miracle of the loaves: they are to work for food that lasts and not for food that perishes. The point is found on the deeper level of reality, eternal life. 

In the Eucharist the Presentation of the Gifts would be the place to reflect on the lad's "mustard seed” size gift of all he had growing miraculously into a shrub of multitudinous branches.
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