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You Give Them Something to Eat
T
he miracle of the multiplication of bread and fishes must have held a very particular significance for the early Church, given that the four gospels retell the same event six times.  Although the details vary, the intent is the same and they all carry a strong Eucharistic background highlighting a number of fundamental calls.  In particular, faith and discipleship demand compassion, availability and personal commitment.

Both Jesus and the disciples have a problem, although both the nature and its proposed solution are diametrically opposite to each other.  The plight of a large group of tired and starving people arouses compassion in him, and the question needs addressing in the here and now.  For Jesus this demands commitment and self-giving because in the Kingdom, human needs and suffering become a call to incarnate God’s compassion and personal involvement.  For the disciples, instead, the same plight of a hungry crowd lost in a desert place late in the day is someone else’s problem, “their problem” and these people themselves have better address it and do something about it.  To human prudence, this hungry and tired crowd is a big social problem, to be resolved with a dismissal before it becomes a personal problem.  No self-giving there; it is not my problem and I do not really want to get involved in something that I cannot do anything about it anyway.  
A dialogue ensues between Jesus and his disciples highlighting precisely the tension of senselessness between human rationality and divine imperative to commitment and reaching out in discipleship.  It is late and the place a barren wasteland.  ”It is only “wise” to “send the people away”!   In some contemporary social jargon it reads, “Better push that boat back to sea”, and in this way quickly and neatly “solve” the problem.  But Jesus is not that “worldly wise”.  He is both the compassionate one and he challenges his would be followers to be likewise.  Is not that our story too?  Would we have reacted any differently?  Bewilderment, annoyance, questions!  How preposterous!  “How could we?”  No, it does not make sense!  It is all right to follow the Master when he works spectacular miracles, when he speaks his affirming parables, when we are up the mountain of personal devotion and fervour, our hearts warmed at the thought that we are the special ones, or when we feel fired into rushing off to a social awareness program for a couple of months.  We have nothing and we are nothing.   But now, right here, in the desert of one’s life, the demands are quite simply humanly impossible!  They defy all human rationality of “making sense” and the very possibility of human solutions. 
T

he same challenge confronts us each time we gather at Eucharist: a group of followers nourished by his words and sharing the same food and friendship sent to be compassionate, available and personally committed to feed the hungry out of our personal poverty.  God is forever the compassionate One who provides us with rich and life-giving gifts.  However, God’s gracious abundance often relies on human insufficiency.   The “Kingdom” requires direct human intervention in the “here and now” by the very ones who have nothing and are nothing.  We are all familiar with the call for “food for the poor”.  In the economy of the Kingdom, the call becomes “food FROM the poor FOR the poor as the only avenue of God’s compassionate, sustaining and nourishing presence.   In John’s version of the drama, the unsung hero is “a small boy” who counts for nothing in the cultural eyes of that time/place and of those thousands of people.  A small boy with a few miserly loaves and some fish is hardly the premise for a sumptuous banquet, and yet precisely the readiness of a “social nobody” to share his miserly means with a stranger makes possible a God-enriched feast for thousands of hungry and tired people.  Here truly we encounter the ultimate paradox of God’s active presence for humanity: abundance is a gift from the poor, and generous poverty is the source of inexhaustible richness, because it allows God to feed the hungry and set people free as Jesus’ mission statement proclaimed.  
Accepting this sense of instrumentality of a God relying on human availability, means accepting ownership of the problem rather than dismissal, and this makes heavy demands of time and energy.  It frustrates and tires, it hurts and leaves us shattered.  Helpless and destitute, we are called to feed the hungry and to clothe the naked.  We may scream our poverty of means, our insufficiency and incapacity, our call to something else, our total destitution.  But we have no option: You give them something to eat!  Readiness and availability to God are the radical demands of God to the person of faith, to the point of not only having to feed the world out of our poverty and limitations, but of becoming bread for the hungry, broken, cut, torn, chewed up and transformed.  True biblical faith is not “a doing for God”, but “a freeing God” to do with us and through us.  I have nothing to contribute to the mission for the Kingdom, except my destitution and I am called to make that nothingness available to God in unconditional faith and trust.
B

ut this call to availability carries an added dimension that projects us not only to be available to God, but to become instruments of God’s abundance through our insufficiency and destitution.  As if to prove a point, having given thanks for the abundance of the Father’s gifts, Jesus asks the disciples to distribute the bread and fish to the crowds.  Those very disciples who were seeking “sensible” solutions by dismissing the crowd and claiming destitution on all counts become the instruments of God’s generous presence and the healing hands of compassion and human promotion.  Repeatedly, Jesus enjoins to his disciples that, in his physical absence, they are to be his hands and feet to the whole world, especially in the midst of destruction and brokenness, hopelessness and helplessness.  Destitute and broken, we need not only be alert but we must be instruments of this unique God-presence, in a world crowded in by all types of stifling and personal concerns, anxiety and pressures, and unlike the disciples at the beginning of the story, we need to let go of our personal concerns in favour of others’.  We need to have the courage to dig deep into our own brokenness and there find the strength to heal the brokenness of others.  We need to see beauty and possibility in the midst of destruction.  We need the wisdom to proclaim richness where multi-format poverty and abandonment seem to reign.  We need to uphold the goodness hidden in frailty and embodied in that unique masterpiece which is each person we encounter on our life journey.  Most of all, our protestation of faith and our Eucharistic participation enjoin on us the need to trust!  Faith is authentic and life-giving precisely through the interplay of the two distinct dimensions: fed by the personal relationship with God we have no option but to nourish the relationship to the world in committed love to sisters and brothers through involvement into the life of others for the sake of the fullness of life all around.
In the Kingdom, human need and suffering, rather than a negation of potential and strength, become a call to discover and incarnate God’s compassion through personal involvement.  Compassion implies activity, movement, change and reaching out. The compassion of Jesus for the crowds, far from remaining a passive feeling of pity became the catalyst for active involvement, lest they be hungry and tired.
A

s we sit with thousands nourished each week by Word and Sacrament, let us pray for the wisdom and courage to become “instruments of peace” of compassion, availability and commitment without expectations in return.  ”You give them something to eat . . . for it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life”.
Fr. Peter Varengo sdb PP
