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the Sunday Readings

 

 Jesus, taking the five loaves & the two fish, looked up to heaven,
blessed & broke the loaves & gave them to the disciples &  they

gave them to the crowds. ( Matthew 14 : 19 )

18th Sunday Ordinary Time (a)
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18th Sunday Ordinary Time (a)
about sharing one's self  1

introduction

Jesus  is  moved  by  great  compassion  to  cure  the  sick  and  provide for  the

hunger of the crowd. In so doing,  He continues his  apprenticing of disciples –

teaching  the  crowds  at  length  about  the  realm  of  GOD.  Though  under  threat

himself and unable to successfully withdraw, Jesus becomes the host for a hungry

crowd. The disciples have a foretaste of the realm of GOD! They share in the meal

of bread and fish! Matthew interprets the incident as fulfilling the promises in the

ancient Scriptures – that GOD would feed the people! 

first reading:  Isaiah 55 : 1 – 3 2                                                                                        [ an invitation to abundant life ]

Hear, everyone who thirsts; come to the waters;
and you who have no money, come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk without money 
and without price.(1)
Why do you spend your money 
for that which is not bread
and your earnings for that which does not satisfy?
Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good,
and delight yourselves in rich food.(2)
Incline your ear, and come to me;
listen, so that you may live.
I will make with you an everlasting covenant,
my steadfast, sure love for David.(3)

The  prophet  sets  up  a  contrast  between  ‘the  work-food’ system  of  the

Babylonian  empire  and  ‘the  free-food’ system  of  the  LORD GOD,  GOD of  the

Israelites. The memory of ‘manna’ ( the strangely-given bread for those who were

vulnerable in the desert)3 – becomes the ground of hope for Israelite exiles in

Babylon.4

     Isaiah dares to think about a future time, when there will be no hunger because

food will  be given for everyone. The poet speaks to those without hope, who

thought all of life was shaped by Babylonian definitions of reality. He invites the

people  to  imagine  a  reality  different  to  that  which  dominates,  consumes and

brutalizes them. This hope of an alternative source of nourishment permits and

authorises criticism of the empire.

1 Cover: a coptic image of the feeding of the multitude.
2 The biblical excerpts are drawn from the New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version

(NRSV), published by Oxford University Press (1994). 
3 See Ex.16
4 GOD's salvation is freely extended to GOD's people and to all nations; through GOD the benefits assured

to David will be renewed; cf Is.12:3; Jn.7:37.
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The new WORD from the LORD GOD in the speech of the poet (vv.1-11) reminds

and warns that mastery of the good life isn't to be found in the acquisition of

more and more technical  ‘know-how’. It is found in relationship to the WORD  of

GOD. The Israelites are invited to imagine, ‘home’ – as a  place where the WORD of

GOD is  active;  where  reliable  forms  of  nourishment  show  GOD is  in  control,

delivering to the people, what Babylon clearly cannot deliver!

response: Psalm 145 : 8 – 9, 15 – 18 5                                                                      [ ...... ]
The LORD is gracious and merciful, slow to anger 
and abounding in steadfast love.(8)
The LORD is good to all, and his compassion 
is over all that he has made.(9) . . . 
The eyes of all look to You, and You give them their food
in due season.(15)
You open Your hand, satisfying the desire
of every living thing.(16)
The LORD is just in all his ways,
and kind in all his doings.(17)
The LORD is near to all who call on him,
to all who call on him in truth.(18) 

Creation holds together because of GOD's faithfulness. The evidence for this

comes from the daily experience - the reliability of being nourished and supplied

with the necessities of life. GOD's great power is directed especially towards the

weak and the needy. GOD is known in the reliable feeding process (vv.15-16). The

speaker expresses a confident settlement of the main issues of faith,  because

GOD  is  known  to  be  reliable  and  trustworthy.  Life  as  reflected  here,  is  not  a

problem or a threat. It is experience of the well-ordered world that GOD intends

and controls. The continuity and regularity of blessings confirm GOD's faithfulness

and goodness (v.9). Chaos is neither present, nor permitted a hearing in this well-

ordered  world.

     Who  experiences  life  like  this?  The  well-off;  the  economically  secure  and

politically powerful - in other words - those who experience life as good, generous

and reliable.  In fact,  not everyone experiences life this  way. When life is  well-

ordered  for  some  it  is  usually  at  the  expense  of  someone  else!  The  psalmist

speaks for those who have benefitted from the present power arrangements; for

those  who  do  not  find  it  difficult  to  live  a  life  of  gratitude;  whose  present

certitude has behind it a previous awareness of a disorientation. But the psalm

also provides a point of reference for those who share in none of the present

5 Ps.145 – a hymn in the form where every verse begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet.
Such poems usually  do not develop ideas but consist rather of loosely connected statements.  The
singer invites all to praise GOD (vv.1-3, 21). The  "works of GOD"  make GOD present and invite human
praise (vv.4-7); they climax in a confession (vv.8-9). GOD's mighty acts show forth divine kingship (vv.10-
20), a major theme in the literature of early Judaism and in Christianity.
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‘goods’ –  those   who  cling  in  hope  to  the  conviction,  that  GOD's  purpose  for

creation will finally triumph and there will be equity and a Sabbath for all GOD's

creatures. 

The psalm suggests a healthy well-ordered life that is anticipated even if not

yet experienced. There is a deep conviction that GOD's purpose for the world is

resilient and that purpose will not yield until creation is brought to its fullness.

The psalm anticipates what surely will be. It may also serve as a point of criticism

against the status quo, to assert that when the Creator's way comes to fruition,

the inadequate present arrangements will be transformed!

second reading: Romans 8 : 35, 37 – 39                                                         [ ................. ]

Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or
persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?(35) . . . No, in all
these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.(37)
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor
things present, nor things to come, nor powers,(38) nor height, nor depth,
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love
of GOD in Christ Jesus our LORD.(39)

Paul makes an astonishing claim about the future that,  "if GOD is for us . . ."

then all else is settled. GOD is on humanity's side! Paul affirms that Christ is the

power of GOD. The person of Jesus embodied the love of GOD. Jesus was the will

of GOD for humanity,6 the power and wisdom of GOD,7  and above all the love of

GOD.
8 Who or what can effect a separation between God and humankind (v.35)?

Paul offers an answer (cf vv.37-39). The WORD of GOD was no longer merely verbal

– it was enfleshed! Imitating the practice of Christ in confronting the powers-of-

death shows the full flowering of authentic humanity. 

Those who have accepted the way of a disciple of Christ,  demonstrate the

continued viability of an alternative to the world's inauthentic ways. At the same

time, like Christ, those living trustfully, empower others to choose the same way

too! The WORD that Jesus spoke is not heard in our contemporary world unless it

is proclaimed by the community. What Christ did in and for the world of his day

through his  physical  presence,  the community does,  in  and for  its  world.  Only

those who have put on Christ can demonstrate the continuing reality of the, "love

of God in Christ  Jesus our Lord!"  Human actions are unable to bring about any

separation from the love of Christ, but even those powers which go beyond the

merely human (death itself, angels, powers that rule this world) cannot separate

humanity from Christ's love. The all-conquering power of God's love has overcome

every obstacle to Christians' salvation and every threat to separate them from

God. That power manifested itself fully when God's own Son was delivered up to

6 Cf. 1 Th.5:18
7 1 Co.1:24
8 Rm. 8:39
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death for their salvation. Through Him Christians can overcome all their afflictions

and trials.  ‘Present things . . . and things to come’  may refer to astrological data.

Paul appears to be saying that the gospel liberates believers from dependence on

astrologers.(v.38)  ‘Height  and  depth’ –  May  refer  to  positions  in  the  zodiac,

positions of heavenly bodies relative to the horizon. In astrological documents the

term for ’height’ means ’exaltation’ or the position of greatest influence exerted

by a planet. Since hostile spirits were associated with the planets and stars, Paul

includes powers (v.38) in his list of malevolent forces.(v.39) 

gospel reading:  Matthew 14 : 13 – 21 9                                                                             [ the feeding of the multitude ]

Now  when  Jesus  heard  this,  he  withdrew  from  there  in  a  boat  to  a
deserted place by himself. But when the crowds heard it, they followed
him on foot from the towns.(13) When he went ashore, he saw a great
crowd; and he had compassion for them and cured their sick.(14) When it
was evening, the disciples came to him and said, "This is a deserted place,
and the hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they may go into
the villages and buy food for themselves."(15) Jesus said to them, "They
need not go away; you give them something to eat."(16) They replied, "We
have nothing here but five loaves and two fish."(17) And he said, "Bring
them here to me."(18)  Then he ordered the crowds to sit  down on the
grass. Taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven, and
blessed  and broke  the loaves,  and gave them to  the disciples,  and the
disciples gave them to the crowds.(19) And all  ate and were filled; and
they took up what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full.
(20) And those who ate were about five thousand men, besides women
and children.(21)

Jesus had returned to his home town to teach only to be rejected by his own

people! Then news came, brought by John's disciples, that the Baptist had been

executed  by  Herod.10 The  arrest  of  the  Baptist  was  the  beginning  of  Jesus'

ministry in Galilee. For Matthew the withdrawing from danger (v.13) means that

Jesus sails away alone. The disciples come to him and the crowds follow on foot.

"Jesus stepped ashore" can mean, "he came out of his hiding place" (v.14). Jesus has

compassion on the crowd; heals the sick; and resumes teaching. He continues to

speak at length about the reigning of GOD (vv.15-17) and so as night approached

the question arose about the feeding the crowd. When it was suggested that they

be sent away hungry, Jesus replied,  "There is no need for them to go: give them

9 Mt.14:13-21 The feeding of the five thousand is the only miracle of Jesus that is recounted in all four
gospels. The principal reason for that may be that it was seen as anticipating the Eucharist and the
final banquet in the reigning of heaven (Mt.8:11; 26:29), but it looks not only forward but backward, to
the feeding of Israel with manna in the desert at the time of the Exodus (Ex.16), a miracle that in some
contemporary Jewish expectation would be repeated in the messianic age (2 Ba.29:8). It may also be
meant to recall Elisha's feeding a hundred men with small provisions (2 Kg.4:42-44).

10 Mt.14:10-12
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something to eat yourselves”.(v.16) The disciples could only rustle-up five loaves

and two fish between them.

As in our own time, the problem is not that there isn't food. It is that a few

people have it all! By sharing there is enough. Jesus tells the disciples to start.

He makes them understand that no matter how little they have, they have to

share. Jesus not only uses words (talking to the crowd all day) but acts to feed the

crowd through the disciples (vv.18-19). The gospel just says that, "they shared the

loaves and fish". No mention of a miraculous multiplication of food. Matthew sees

the incident as a fulfilment of GOD's promises, in the Israelite Scriptures, to feed

people. It is achieved through the owners of food sharing it. They realise that it is

absurd  for  them  to  keep  it  all,  while  other  people  were  going  hungry.  The

disciples distributed the little they had; loaves and fish began to appear and some

people began to pull  other things out of their pockets.  There was enough for

everybody, and even some left over.(vv.20-21)

The words are the same as those used to describe Jesus' actions at the Last

Supper – ”He took the bread in his hands, gave thanks to GOD by saying a blessing,

and after breaking the bread he gave it to his disciples”. Jesus at the Last Supper

"gave thanks" or  "blessed". Those thanks, or praises, or blessings were generally

for a liberating action of GOD. At this ‘supper’ of more than five thousand people,

the thanksgiving was the same as at the last one Jesus had with his  disciples

because it was the same liberating event of GOD – the manifestation of GOD as the

union and communion of all people.11

In this supper Jesus broke the bread and divided it so that all could share it –

so all  could be in a common union or communion. He said later,  at that other

supper, that the bread was his body. His body was that communion! When we are

all united in communion we are Jesus! Earlier Matthew describes Jesus' teaching

at length about  the realm of GOD (Heaven)  –  the new era.  He must have been

talking about that communion of all people – ‘the  realm of GOD is like a banquet’.

On several occasions the other gospel accounts tell us the disciples had not

understood about the loaves. It couldn't have been that they had not understood

that it was a miracle. They indeed took it to be a miracle! It seems they had not

understood, because they understood it only as a miracle to feed many people!

Many continue to understand the passage that way – not as a communion and a

communication of wealth, a distribution of things held in common!

This action is a likeness of the community that we shall be in the future, when

we shall all be one and all things shall be held in common. In Greek there is a

11 [v.19] ‘The taking, saying the blessing, breaking, and giving to the disciples’ correspond to the actions of
Jesus over the bread at the Last Supper (cf Mt.26:26). Since they were usual at any Jewish meal, that
correspondence does not necessarily indicate a eucharistic reference here. Matthew's silence about
Jesus'  dividing  the  fish  among  the  people  (Mk.6:41)  is  perhaps  more  significant  in  that  regard.
[v.20] ‘They took up what was left over’ – as in Elisha's miracle, food was left over after all had been fed.
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single word,  ‘koinonia’ for the Eucharistic communion and for the communion of

wealth. For the first Christians, the two things were the same. St.Paul says that to

place wealth in common, is the sacrifice that pleases GOD! That is like saying that

perfect communism is the true Eucharist. That's why Christ blesses GOD when he

gives out those loaves and when he communicates to us his love and his self-

giving together with those loaves.

Talk  of  community  and  communion  and  communication  of  wealth  and

communism means – and this is what the disciples probably didn't understand at

the time – that we are called to form authentic humanity with a unity of people. It

is society in the image of the Trinity.

for sharing: 12

 An invitation to abundant life. Comment on  Isaiah 55 : 1 – 3

 GOD’s love in Christ Jesus. Comment on Romans 8 : 35, 37 – 39

 The feeding of the multitude. Comment on Matthew 14 : 13 – 21 

prayer: 13

Bountiful and compassionate GOD,
         You place in the hands of Your disciples

the food of life.
Nourish us at Your holy table,
that we may bear Christ to others
and share with them
the gifts we have so richly received.
We make our prayer through Jesus Christ, Your Son,
who lives and reigns with You in the unity of the Holy Spirit,     
GOD, now and always. Amen.

12 Lectio Divina: reading GOD’s WORD in a moment of prayer and allowing it to enlighten and renew us:
The practise of lectio divina requires a quiet space, a passage of scripture and the willingness to give
time to the project. The passage used should be short. For the purpose of this leaflet, we suggest
using the gospel reading of the up-coming Sunday. There are four steps in the traditional practise of
lectio divina. The steps don’t have to have the following order:  lectio (reading) – read the passage of
Scripture read slowly - more than once.  If a particular word, phrase, or sentence seems significant
(even if you don’t know why) you may want to write it down. meditatio (reflection) – let the significant
words fill your mind without straining to analyse them. We are in GOD’s presence and so let the Holy
Spirit lead your understanding of the words.  oratio (prayer)  – allow your heart to speak to GOD,  in
words inspired by the passage of Scripture, or by the thoughts that have come to you, while reflecting
on it. contemplatio (rest) – let go of ideas and words and allow yourself to rest in the presence of GOD,
in simple and wordless contemptlation. This leaflet gives the context and some commentary on each
of  the  readings  and  the  psalm  used  in  the  Sunday’s  liturgy.  Familiarity  with  the  texts  and  the
commentary  beforehand,  can  better  prepare  our  hearing  and  understanding  the  passages  in  our
worship.  Whatever our preparation for doing this exercise and whatever questions we may use to
break open the passage, we must be conscious of Christ’s promise: ‘Where two or three are gathered in
my name, I am there among them’

13 The prayer that concludes the Lectio Divina is ICEL's 1998 opening prayer from the Proper of the Day.
These prayers  draw  upon the  concrete and  vivid  images  of  Scripture  and  conclude  with  a  clearly
focused petition inspired by the readings.
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review: 14

The details in the story lead us to recognise in this feeding of the crowd – an

eucharistic meaning. Only the loaves (and not the fish) are specifically given to the

disciples  for  distribution  (Mt.14:19).  The  orderly  arrangement  of  the  people;  the

prayer of invocation and the blessing; the liturgical act of breaking the bread; the

immediate parallel to the death of John – all are unmistakable cues, that point of

the celebration of the Eucharist.

The  first  listeners  to  the  Gospel,  who  already  were  gathering  regularly  for

sacramental observances, are bound to draw connections between the feeding in

Galilee, and the feeding in the upper room in Jerusalem. Jesus, as a compassionate

provider, not only supplies a morsel of bread and a sip of wine, but heals sickness and

feeds the body. His ministry is physical as well as spiritual. 

At Communion, we are reminded that Jesus takes seriously, all the dimensions of

human brokenness  and need.  For another thing,  this  feeding,  as  well  as the last

supper, occurs in the face of fierce opposition. As the psalmist puts it, "You prepare a

table before me in the presence of my enemies"(Ps.23:5). The Eucharist has a special

significance for those whose faithfulness has placed them in a precarious position.

The disciples obviously are under the mandate to feed the hungry. They are not left

alone to perform a miracle, but they function as essential agents to carry out Jesus'

ministry to the crowds.

------oooOooo------

14 The review  – at the end of each reflection the review examines one of the themes of the readings,
usually drawn from the gospel, and provides an opportunity to check our own performance, in the light
of the WORD and Eucharist that we have previously heard and experienced.
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