
Homily, 29 July 2018 
Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time 

2 Kings 4:42-44;  Psalms 145:10-11,15-16,17-18;  Ephesians 4:1-6; John 6:1-15 
—���— 

I urge you to live … with all humility and gentleness, with patience, strive to 
preserve the unity of spirit through the bond of peace: one body and one Spirit  

—���— 

Can you visualize five thousand people reclining on the grass on a mountainside? 
 
As I was imaging that scene, I recalled that this church seats about one thousand 
people. So, imagine filling this church five times and then placing all those people 
them out on a grassy hillside – let's say on the hill at Memorial Park. It would be a 
good crowd, but not overwhelming. I think there were more than fifty thousand 
people there at the concert last June. 
 
Coincidentally, we have five Sunday masses here every week, so we could 
accommodate five thousand people as well – which is about half the number of 
people in our parish. Now, we don't fill every mass, unfortunately, but we do get 
about three thousand people here on most weekends. 
 
Why do we do that? Why do we gather here in such numbers every weekend? 
The most obvious reason -- and the most important -- is that we gather here for the 
same reason that those five thousand people gathered on that mountainside in 
today's Gospel reading: to be with Jesus, to hear him speak and to be fed by him. 

—���— 

Every three years beginning in late July we pause in our reading of Mark and 
spend five Sundays reading from the sixth chapter of John. 
 
Of the four Gospels, only John omits the institution of the Eucharist from his 
account of the Last Supper. Instead, he gives us the "Bread of Life Discourse" in 
John chapter six.  
 
It seems as though John decided that because the other Gospels had already 
described the way in which Jesus instituted the Eucharist, he would help us 
understand what it meant. If you haven't read John six for yourself, I'd urge to read 
it in the next week or two. 
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Today's Gospel does not begin the "Bread of Life Discourse", that begins next 
Sunday; rather, it sets the scene with a foreshadowing of the Mass.  
 
John tells us the time of the Passover is near, which is his setting for the Last 
Supper. Jesus goes up the mountain and sits down among his disciples, which 
means he is teaching them. It's the Liturgy of the Word.  
 
Then the people need to be fed. The gifts are brought forward, Jesus give thanks, 
the bread is distributed to the people and everyone is filled. Finally, all that 
remains is carefully gathered up so that none is wasted. It's the Liturgy of the 
Eucharist. 
 
Now, having told you all this, I think it would be a mistake for me to talk about the 
Eucharist, for we haven't yet come to it in John six and we will have four weeks to 
consider it carefully. So … I'd like to switch over to Paul and our second reading 
and go back to the scene I set when I began: imagine five thousand people.  

—���— 

The crowd in the Gospel seems to have formed spontaneously, but not completely. 
There were those in the crowd, the apostles and the other disciples, who intended 
to be there. Indeed, they had already begun to form a kind of loose community.  
 
How many were they? A few dozen? A few hundred? Half the crowd? We don't 
know. Yet what began in the Gospels, blossomed after the resurrection. Christians 
formed communities: many were small, some were large, but everyone belonged 
somewhere.  
 
God said to the Israelites, "You shall be my people, and I will be your God." 
Throughout salvation history God has chosen to save us as a people, not simply as 
individuals.  
 
Consider the language of the New Testament. Jesus was the Good Shepherd who 
took care of his flock. Christians were the brothers and sisters of Christ. Though 
many parts they were all one body. They formed churches. They had leaders and 
organization: Bishops and priests, deacons and all sorts of lay ministers. Even the 
desert Fathers who sought a solitary life, never really abandoned some kind of 
community. The Church calls us 'a pilgrim people'. As individuals, we have to 
choose to join that pilgrimage. 
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Why is it important for us to be in community? It's important because God knows 
it is important for us. But he doesn't necessarily tell us why. Therefore, it's 
something we need to ponder.  

—���— 

It takes energy to form a community and to stay there. If it wasn't, would Paul have 
said to the Ephesians: 
 

I urge you to live … with all humility and gentleness, with patience, 
bearing with one another through love, striving to preserve the unity of the 
spirit through the bond of peace. 

 
Why mention those attributes – humility and gentleness, patience, the need to 
strive for unity – if they weren't a challenge? 
 
In the most recent issue of "Saint Anthony Messenger," in the "Q&A" section, a 
writer asks: 
 

"Going to Sunday Mass in my parish has become a choir. Our pastor, a 
holy man, is difficult to understand. The choir is like nails on a 
chalkboard. Toddlers are noisy and fussy. I find watching Mass on EWTN 
very fulfilling. Isn't that enough?" 

 
It sounds like the kind of attitude Paul was concerned about. 
 
Fr. Ronald Rolheiser, writing about community as one of the pillars of Christian 
Spirituality, said the following: 
 

"Involvement in the church does not leave us the option to walk away 
whenever something happens that we do not like. It's a covenant 
commitment … and it binds us for better or for worse. 
Church community takes away from us our false freedom to soar 
unencumbered like birds, believing that we are mature, loving, committed, 
and not blocking out things we should see. Real churchgoing shatters this 
illusion … and we find ourselves humbled by our immaturities." 

 
It's not that Fr. Rolheiser is trying to make parish life sound like a chore. What he's 
telling us is that like all important relationships, parish life takes effort and 
commitment. Good friendships, good marriages, good families all take effort and 
involvement. Parishes are no different. 
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Our parish is large parish. We can accommodate five thousand people for Sunday 
masses. We have ministries, study groups, organizations, sports teams, and other 
activities enough to keep a couple of thousand people active beyond the mass.  
 
Where is everybody? That's the question we have to ask ourselves.  
 
Why is parish life and community participation a vital part of Christian life?  
You are here, so I think you get it. Can you explain why it's important it to others?  
 
It's definitely something to pray about, to talk about, and even to do something 
about. 


