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“For every time you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim Jesus’ death until Christ comes.”


Today, the feast of Corpus Christi, is the day on our Christian calendar when we ponder the meaning of what it is to be Christ’s Body, Christ’s Blood in our world. It is the day above all days when we search for the meaning of true discipleship – faithful to Christ’s message of the reign of God being all-inclusive, drawing all into relationship with one another. Today’s scriptures interweave several themes which I believe paint us a picture of who we are as the Body of Christ, and where we might fit into the plan sometimes referred to as the dream of God. 

While the first two readings celebrate the authenticity of Jesus as the Messiah and Son of David – the leader of God’s holy people, Paul’s account from I Corinthians brings us face to face with the stark reality of the cost of bearing such a role: “This is my Body, broken for you; this cup is in the New Covenant…drink it in remembrance of me’” You too – who are my disciples -  you are called to drink this cup!

Messiahship and yes, discipleship – that is, choosing to follow the Messiah - represent a two-edged sword. On the one hand, the power to bring about good is considerable; on the other hand, so too is the cost considerable! We need only look at the stories of modern-day disciples in our own time – Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Edith Stein, Martin Luther King, Ita Ford, Maura Clark, Oscar Romero, Dorothy Stang – to know this to be true.


Oh yes, we say, but not everyone is called to be a martyr. But the question remains: How are we who lead ordinary lives in ordinary places to live into being the Body and Blood of Christ? How can we share more effectively in putting ourselves on the line for the reign of God? I think that today’s gospel reading is the perfect place to start to examine some really practical possibilities. The narrative in Luke 9:11-17 prepares the reader in a very down-to-earth way to identify Jesus and his commitments – the commitments to which he calls us to follow him - from the perspective of the reign of God. 
It is interesting to note that Luke’s gospel mentions food in every single chapter – an acknowledgment that food is a basic necessity of life. This constant mention of food is Luke’s way of keeping a justice perspective in the forefront, a way of placing the poor, the hungry and the marginalized at the center of the picture when it comes to envisioning the reign of God. Food is the ultimate image of God’s gifts, God’s blessings – blessings that need to be shared, and not hoarded. This is a Eucharistic theme at the deepest level. Jesus’ feeding miracle expresses God’s love and fidelity to his hungry creation – a response in the Old Testament tradition of Isaiah 25:6 (“On this mountain, the All-Powerful and Holy One will prepare a banquet of rich food, a banquet of fine wines “) – a prophecy being fulfilled by the hand of Jesus in this gospel pericope– and presumably by his followers here and now. The Isaiah passage goes on to continue to paint the rest of the picture. The following verses allude to the lifting of the veil of mourning from all peoples, destroying death forever and wiping the tears from every cheek. But the riveting image is one of nurture and food – an image of hope!.
We must not miss Jesus’ answer to the disciples’ question about how to feed these people before the miracle takes place. “You (you yourselves) give them something to eat!” Amazingly, the meager amount of food available among the disciples becomes the source for the satisfaction of all. The disciples (of all times) are to understand that they are part of the ongoing miracle! They are bearers of Jesus’ mission of feeding the needy and hungry – and are indeed called to extend the promise of God’s justice for all the world’s needy. The leftover food in the baskets is an indication of the abundance of food and other essential resources in the world – enough to satisfy all of God’s creation, if only the disciples can practice sharing that abundance with others.
The eucharistic symbolism is evident and unmistakable. Luke portrays eucharist as a profound symbol of the social commitment of the early church rather than as a liturgical ritual enacted within the confines of the church. Eating and drinking the Body and Blood of Christ in the eucharist is inseparable from sharing God’s abundant blessings upon us, especially the gifts of food and water with those who are in need. So, the miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 is to be read, not as a past event that Jesus did, but rather as a present expectation that followers of Christ are called to undertake in today’s world.

Besides the theme of the sharing of food, there is a second parallel theme in today’s gospel. It is the sharing of one’s psychic self – one’s energy - as healer of others. The backdrop for the feeding of the 5000, is that Jesus and his disciples were actually off on their own on the mountainside as a sort of spiritual retreat when they were interrupted by real life – that is, people with real needs. Jesus was called upon to heal those who were sick. The physical healings then surfaced the spiritual needs which prompted Jesus to preach to the crowd. The crowd became hungry and Jesus fed them. Jesus dealt with real life needs as they arose. He was compassionate –which is to say, he was tuned in to where people were. Is it not true that God often presents us with greater, more urgent ministries in the midst of our usual work and concerns? Interruptions happen. Jesus’ retreat with the disciples is overtaken by real life. And Jesus allows the feeding and healing of the multitude to become a fuller expression of his praying and preaching. He steps away from the script! 

What can we learn from this? I would say that Jesus has given us a lesson on practicing hospitality in the most challenging conditions and the most surprising contexts. We must ask ourselves, “Are we able to extend the hospitality that we have received and from which we have benefited when we encounter strangers in other settings?
Today’s most important gospel theme  is the theme of abundance. Jesus’ generosity and compassion for all is what makes everything possible. Jesus does not deny that the abundance comes at a cost. It comes at the cost of putting others on the same level as ourselves, at the cost of admitting our own vulnerability and neediness. But it comes – it is realized - nevertheless when the gifts of all are shared, with all being givers and receivers.
 In an increasingly multicultural, global society, this gospel message on this feast of the Body of Christ offers us a chance to see the otherness of the crowd around us as a source of blessing that will lead us to encounter the miracle of the reign of God (or dream of God) in new ways. This is not purely a call to community activism, though it does encompass that. It is essential to understand that what the gospel is always calling us to is to open ourselves anew to fresh ways of painting ourselves into the great and complex picture of the building of the reign of God. We must continue to ask ourselves: “What do we have to offer the world around us?” And we will continue to be amazed at what the world around us has to offer us!
