
Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year B 
 

The readings in today’s liturgy focus on God as the provider of all our spiritual needs.  But there is a 

hint that sneaks in almost unnoticed under the radar and that is the role of our disposition to receive gifts. 

2 Kings 4:42-44 The first reading tells of the prophet Elisha heading an assembly of his disciples.  

We get a glimpse of Elisha leading a guild that probably consisted of other prophets and we can appreciate 

how he was highly respected in his day.  This story is one of a string of legendary accounts that show 

how divine power works through Elisha.  The intention of the authors, the Deuteronomic school of 

scribes, is to authenticate Elisha as a true Mosaic prophet who played a key role in the overthrow of the 

dynasty of the northern king, Omri. 

God provides for those who are committed to the Lord 
The story demonstrates that the prophet has divine endorsement and his whole life is fired by doing the 

will of God.  We do not know how the hundred disciples were actually fed and the text does not tell us 

that the prophet trebled the number of loaves or performed an act of magic.  The fact of the episode is 

that these people of faith were provided for and had enough left over.  The spiritual intention of the 

account tells us that God provides for those who are committed to the Lord and not only that; they will 

experience the extravagance of the Lord’s generosity and will always have abundant nourishment for 

their spiritual lives.  The prophet certainly showed trust in God and his faith was not misplaced. 

Psalm 144/145  The responsorial psalm is a short extract from Psalm 145 which is an acrostic, 

that is, every second line begins with the next letter of the Hebrew alphabet.  There are 22 letters in this 

alphabet – all consonants and no vowels.  This particular acrostic is a song in praise of God’s goodness 

and expresses gratitude for blessings received.  The psalmist sings of his confidence that God is near 

those who call in simplicity and confidence.  All creation reflects the glory of God and just by existing, 

all created things tell of God’s wonder and infinite variety.  Faith can see the divine in all creation. 

Ephesians 4:1-6 The second reading from the letter to the Ephesians encourages the community 

to live up to their calling to commit themselves to Christ.  The passage rings with those ideas that are 

typical of the writings of St Paul.  The urges his community to practise humility, gentleness and long 

suffering.  It is worth noting that the Greek word used for ‘humility’ actually means lowliness of mind, 

that is, never regarding yourself as better than anyone else, and this was never considered a good quality 

in ancient Greco-Roman society.  It was only the self-effacing example of Christ that made this a virtue 

for the disciples.  Gentleness stems from the kind of calm and mildness that is found in a rounded 

personality.  Gentle people have nothing to prove and are settled and content.  They can live with the 

differences around them and are comfortable with people who do not share their views.  Rather than 

implying weakness, gentleness requires a measure of firm self-composure and does not fold when its 

integrity is threatened.  The Greek word for ‘patience’ (makrothymia) means long-suffering and includes 

qualities like tolerance, endurance, and the kind of serenity that sees no gain or value in whingeing. 

If our actions build up the community then they are worth doing 
In a number of his letters Paul urged his communities to cherish unity.  He gave them a rule of thumb 

for behaviour that consisted of weighing up whether a course of action might build up the community or 

tear it down.  If something we are about to do supports the spirit of unity in the community and contributes 

to the service and well-being of others, then it is worth doing.  If some word or action only hurts or leads 

to division in the community then it is definitely not on. 

The writer in this passage is emphasising the unity of God and the Lord Jesus.  There is no room, 

therefore, for division and contention among the disciples of this one God.  As Christians we are 

committed to the one faith and through one baptism, which was our initiation into the community of faith, 

we have pledged ourselves to Christ.  The writer here is simply encouraging his community to live out 

their pledge.   

John 6:1-15 The gospel reading details the fourth of the seven signs of life performed by Jesus.  The 

three Synoptic gospels, i.e., Matthew, Mark and Luke, depict Jesus healing through many ‘acts of power’ 

as they are called, whereas in the Fourth Gospel only seven are given detailed mention.  The fourth 

evangelist is singling out a symbolic number of seven for special attention in order to highlight the fact 

that they are signs that point us beyond themselves to higher spiritual realities.  The evangelists cite Jesus’ 



acts of power to show how the power of God is working through him.  They are not meant to ‘prove’ that 

Jesus is divine.  After all, we just read how the prophet Elisha did comparable things, and we could say 

the same about Elijah and other prophets as well.   

In the gospel of John, however, the extraordinary deeds of Jesus are signs of who he is.  In a mystical 

kind of way those with faith could see the divine in Jesus.  No Jew would say he was God.  That would 

amount to blasphemy.  But in a mysterious inexplicable way those who encountered him and were open 

to the movement of the Spirit could see the divine in Jesus.  This is not the same as the false idea that 

Jesus was God masquerading as a human being.  This would deny the authenticity of the Incarnation. 

The story in today’s gospel is essentially an account of Jesus providing for the crowd.  The people are 

in want and they come to Jesus because they hunger for what he has to offer.  He already has the reputation 

of being a holy man and the people have come to accept that he speaks with conviction and authority, 

unlike their own religious leaders.  There is a perceptible authenticity about Jesus that impresses everyone 

who listens to him and they have observed that he has backed up his words and teachings with ‘acts of 

power’ that indicate he is from God.   

Jesus gave out the food to those who were ready   
Like the story of Elisha in the first reading, this episode does not imply that Jesus did a magic trick or 

‘zapped’ the loaves and fishes into a heap of food.  Writers and preachers in the past have referred to this 

miracle as the ‘multiplication of the loaves and fishes,’ but the text does not say that.  The narrator does 

not imply that out of a few loaves and fish there appeared a miraculous pile of food.  A careful reading 

informs us that Jesus blessed the bread and fish and then the people were fed and were satisfied.  

Eucharistic symbolism is obvious here.  While we may never know exactly what took place it is clear that 

the evangelist is focusing on Jesus as the ultimate provider for our spiritual hunger.  John then uses this 

episode to lead into Jesus’ discourse on his spiritual function as the bread of life.  Notice the importance 

of bread as a daily staple in the culture of the day.  Jesus is not saying that he is also the fish of life.  After 

all, fish featured in the feeding of the crowd, but it was not symbolically crucial to the message of regular 

daily nourishment.  The gospel of John is a prime example of Jewish mysticism and, of all the gospels, is 

the most insistent on discouraging unexamined literalist readings of Scripture.   

One important point in the story is that Jesus does not force-feed his followers.  Rather, they have to 

come to him in humility, asking for the spiritual food that will nourish their relationship with God and 

with their fellow human travellers.  Notice how the evangelist says that Jesus gave out the food to those 

who were ready.  Later in this same chapter we learn that many turned away from Jesus because they 

took him literally and could not understand what he was getting at when he spoke of himself as the bread 

of life.  But even then, Jesus did not beg them to stay or try to explain himself.  If people are not open 

and are lacking in faith/trust, then they are not ready for the food he has to offer.  Everything about Jesus 

is offered on an optional take-it-or-leave-it basis.  Following Christ is by invitation only, nothing is forced. 

The interesting thing is that Jesus did not want people to be impressed by his ability to work wonders 

and he certainly did not want any notoriety on this account.  We learn that he was frustrated at times when 

people did not understand what he was trying to teach and when they missed the point of his message.  

He was also realistic enough to appreciate the fickleness of public opinion and so never placed any store 

by what others thought of him. 
  

Unhappiness is the hunger to get; happiness is the hunger to give.  William G. Jordan (American essayist) 

Peace exists when you have nothing to prove, or stated differently, when you have no self to prove. 

Vernon Howard (20th century American spiritual teacher and philosopher) 

   

Casey has come from his small town in Ireland and is staying in London for the first time in his life. He 

has spent the evening drinking with friends and is making his way back to his hotel on the Underground. 

Getting off the train just after midnight he comes to the escalator and notices a sign that reads: DOGS 

MUST BE CARRIED ON THE ESCALATOR. 

‘Good grief!’ Casey says to himself, ‘where am I going to get a dog at this time of night?’ 

 

Laurie Woods 


