
Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
I met with some of our Extraordinary Ministers of Holy 
Communion during the week. I asked them to reflect 
upon their ministry in the light of the gospel we have just 
had proclaimed. Some were able to do that by looking at 
what the disciples of Jesus were doing in the story. 
 
They are drawn into the action of Jesus. They go with 
him up the hillside near the lake and they sit down with 
him. With him they can see the great crowds 
approaching. When Jesus asks them how to feed the 
great crowd who had gathered to listen to his teaching 
they replied, “Two hundred denarii would only buy 
enough to give them a small piece each”. And when they 
found the boy with the bread and the fish they had to 
say, “But what is that between so many?” I think there is 
a lesson there for all of us. We find it very difficult to 
look beyond the limitations within and around us. Jesus 
sees things differently. Jesus sees not limitations, but 
possibilities. Jesus sees who we are capable of being and 
gives us the power and confidence to be what he calls us 
to be. It is when we understand who we are and what we 
have been given that we then begin to offer what we 
have to others. 
 
Those who minister to us here at Mass, in whatever 
capacity they do that, are aware that what they have to 
offer does not come from them, but from the one who 

calls them to serve. Those who read proclaim the words 
that they have first received themselves. Those who 
provide our music use the gifts that God has given to 
them to lead us in prayer. Those who are Extraordinary 
Ministers of Holy Communion are particularly aware 
that what they offer to others is Jesus himself under the 
form of bread and wine. They do not make Jesus present, 
but they help us to see where he is. As they offer the 
Eucharistic to us they call us to faith in the real presence 
of the Lord. They invite us to say yes to all that Jesus 
wants to be for us. 
 
I think that we can be so focused in on our limitations, so 
aware of what we do not have, that we can overlook 
what we do have and where God is at work in our lives. 
Jesus uses everyone of us to show his care for others. 
Jesus uses everyone of us to help him to feed others. And 
often he does that in ways that we may not notice. 
 
In today’s gospel Jesus tells the disciples to “make the 
people sit down.” That’s hardly world shattering. But 
that simple act of hospitality, that simple act of helping 
people find the green grass on which they can feel 
comfortable was a way of preparing them for the meal 
that Jesus their Good Shepherd had prepared for them. 
Making each other welcome when we come to Mass 
helps us to prepare to be nourished at the table of the 
Word and the Table of the Eucharist. I have even 



wondered if a role for the Extraordinary Ministers might 
be to usher people into their seats and to introduce them 
to the people who are already sitting there and are going 
to share the Eucharist with them. 
 
John’s account of Jesus feeding the 5000 does not spell 
out the role that the disciples must have played in the 
distribution of the bread and the fish. But Jesus could not 
have done it all by himself. He needed then and he needs 
now those who can take on the role of servants, who do 
the work of Jesus without drawing any attention to 
themselves. Whenever we minister to others well we 
take on a certain invisibility. It is the kind of invisibility 
that loving parents have as their care for their children. 
 
Towards the end of today’s gospel, the disciples are 
called into service again. They are charged with 
gathering up the fragments of bread and fish that are left 
over. That there are twelve basketfuls of food that 
needed to be gathered up is an expression of the 
extravagant way that God does things. There seems to be 
another meaning to that gathering up. There is a 
suggestion here that these disciples will need to gather 
up all that they hear from Jesus and store it so that they 
will have what they need to share with others when they 
are sent out by Jesus as his apostles.  
 

Perhaps we need to imagine ourselves as being among 
those disciples hearing God’s word today, being fed by 
him in the Eucharist, gathering up all that Jesus is 
offering to us so that we will have enough, not just for 
ourselves, but for the others in our lives who need to be 
fed by Jesus through us. That there were twelve baskets 
of fragments gathered from what was left over when 
everyone had their fill can reinforce images of the 
Church built on the twelve apostles, the Church that we 
are today in this place. Twelve is also used in scriptures 
as a symbolic way of talking about the abundance of 
what God gives to us. Perhaps today that can be a 
reminder for us to look again at ourselves and see the 
abundance of the ways that God has gifted us and 
blessed us, even as our aging limits the things that we 
might be able to do. 
 
Today we read just the beginning of the sixth chapter of 

St. John’s gospel. As we make our way through this 
chapter we will the opportunity to reflect upon how 
Jesus is revealing himself as the Bread of Life. Over 
these weeks as we celebrate the Eucharist together we 
will be listening for what Jesus says to us about himself 
and what he says about us.  
 


