HUNGERING FOR THE BREAD OF LIFE by DOM JAMES HOOD

Today we set St Mark’s gospel aside, and for a few weeks we meditate on Chapter 6 of St John with its account of the Feeding of the Five Thousand and the discourse on the Bread of Life that follows.  In the story we have hear today, as is so often the case, a large crowd was following Jesus.  We are told that they follow him because they were “impressed by the signs he gave by curing the sick.”  Jesus uses the opportunity to test and teach the people.  As the account in St John’s gospel unfolds, the belief of the Jews listening is challenged and many left him.  And as we listen to it ourselves, we are challenged to renew and deepen our faith in Jesus who gives us his life to be our own.  

The crowd following Jesus was hungry and tired, and they had to be fed.  Jesus turned to Philip for help and asked him where food could be got for the people. Philip gives the despairing answer that if food could be got it would cost more than two hundred denarii to give this vast crowd even a little each.  A denarius was worth the equivalent of the standard day’s wage for a workingman.  It would take more than six months’ wages to begin to feed a crowd like this. 

Andrew, the other disciple we hear about, tells Jesus that a boy had brought with him five barley loaves and two little fishes.  From that small meal of the poorest sort we see the presence of Jesus manifested amongst the people.  From such meagre and ordinary food, there is superabundance: “they filled twelve hampers and scraps left over from the meal of five barley loaves.” 

In this story we see Jesus wishing to pass on to those who followed him the gift of himself.  The people and the disciples didn’t understand who Jesus was, except that they followed him on account of the signs they had seen him perform.  They are challenged to understand Jesus at a far deeper level than that.  Today’s story of the feeding of the Five Thousand tells us that Jesus wanted to feed those who were hungry and wished to be nourished by him.  Perhaps we need to begin there, and let our hunger for Jesus teach us what we really seek in him.   Are we hungry for him? Do we want to be fed by him? 

In giving people this gift of himself, Jesus used his disciples – even though they themselves scarcely understood what Jesus had done for them.  Perhaps we should all reflect on our own unfamiliarity with Jesus, and we could ask ourselves what Jesus has done in our lives to help us believe in him and know him.  Most of us here have received the gifts of the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation and the Eucharist.  These are gifts where we encounter Jesus at a deeply personal level.  Jesus of course reveals himself to us in many other ways, and often through others.  And often we too are God’s instruments and assist and help to bring Jesus to others. 

Today’s gospel tells us of the crowd who followed Jesus to the other side of the Sea of Tiberias.  How do we follow Jesus?  Do we still have within our hearts that desire to be fed by Jesus?  Do we have a desire to be with Jesus and for Jesus to be part of our lives, more than just attending the Sunday Mass?  As disciples and followers of Jesus, Jesus should be right at the centre of our lives; we should be working with Jesus and leading others to him.

The feeding of the hungry and tired people took place in miraculous circumstances.  But the situation is all too ordinary.  So often many despair and seem to have a little hope in life; many are lonely.  But in today’s gospel we see Jesus reaching out to those tired, hungry and dejected people and giving himself to them.  Jesus is here now and he is with us all the time.  We are not alone; we are not abandoned.  Let us desire him.  In this way he may fill our lives, so that we can bring him to others.

The miracle is one of the superabundance of food.  The food Jesus gives us as his own Body and Blood is what we receive at the Eucharist.  This food is the food of life and is what we need to fill ourselves with.  Just as the Word we listen to must take root in our hearts and minds, so that we may grow closer to Jesus and pass on that word to those around, so the Eucharist should feed and strengthen us with the life of Christ; we welcome Jesus into our lives, and he becomes part of us in a unique way.  His love never abandons or fails us and is rekindled within our hearts.  It is that promise of his love and mercy we bring to others.

So, let us take hope from today’s gospel: Jesus wants to give us himself, and he gives us himself in superabundance.  He gives us his love to all who seek him.  Let us recognise this great gift we have received and give generously in turn. 
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