18th Sunday, Year A                                                                                   August 3, 2014
Bread of Life
My son Joseph first asked me about death after seeing a bird lying lifelessly on the road. He was very young and didn’t understand the body’s total absence of movement. I tried to explain it to him, which included a good deal of stammering on my part. But I felt consoled by him when he replied by saying “Oh”, and left it at that. The topic of death has arisen in conversation on several occasions since, and each time reminds me that death confronts us in the act of living. The confrontation strikes us severely when we lose someone we love, but always (even with birds) we are confronted by the passing of things. Death gives us pause. The meaning of that pause depends on how we view life. 
   The gospel today begins with Jesus hearing of John the Baptist’s death. Jesus then leaves privately in a boat and goes to a solitary place. The image of Jesus withdrawing from others upon receiving this news resonates with our experience of mourning and loss, but Matthew’s gospel does not give Jesus time or space for privacy. The crowds follow him and stand waiting as his boat lands. Jesus does not refuse them either. He looks at the people and has compassion on them. He heals the sick among them. The gospel moves from here into the disciples’ concern about food and Jesus feeding the five thousand by breaking and giving the loaves and fish.
   Often enough, this story leads to debates about the plausibility of miracles. Did it really happen? Did Jesus actually take five loaves and two fish and multiply them out of thin air? Or did the power of Jesus’ example inspire the crowds to share with one another their hidden reserves of food? Both of these interpretations tie Jesus’ identity to the sudden and plentiful presence of loaves and fish: either literal multiplication (Jesus’ divine nature) or metaphorical multiplication (Jesus’ moral example) reveals Jesus’ identity. Nonetheless, both options take our attention away from the main point. Matthew’s gospel tells us that Jesus’ perfect obedience to his Father reveals his true identity. 
   The crowds follow Jesus because he offers them life and wholeness on their journey. But the fullness of life that he offers does not imply a simple escape from life’s pain and hardship. Jesus’ miracles are never about escape. The death of the Baptist foretells Jesus’ death, but we know that, unlike John, the burial of Jesus gives way to Easter. Jesus feeds the five thousand, but we know that by taking the loaves, giving thanks, and breaking them, Jesus’ actions anticipate the Last Supper; and so anticipate the Eucharist and our sharing in the way of his cross and resurrection. Jesus’ miracles are always more than moral lessons. 
   Our efforts to control and master life end up filling our lives with a fear of death. Our worrying minds can tangle us between wishing away hardships and resigning ourselves to them with whatever virtue we can muster. But the gospel gives us pause, for Jesus sees us and has compassion. And he offers us himself, the Bread of Life. 
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	Antiphons for the Mass


ENTRANCE ANTIPHON (or a hymn)  O God, come to my assistance; O Lord, make haste to help me! You are my rescuer, my help; O Lord, do not delay.


RESPONSORIAL PSALM (Ps 144)

Antiphon: The hand of the Lord feeds us: he answers all our needs.

RESPONSE: The hand of the Lord feeds us: he answers all our needs.

Lector: The Lord is kind and full of compassion, slow to anger, abounding in love. How good is the Lord to all, compassionate to all his creatures. R.

Lector: The eyes of all creatures look to you and you give them their food in due time. You open wide your hand, grant the desires of all who live. R.

Lector: The Lord is just in all his ways and loving in all his deeds. He is close to all who call him, call on him from their hearts. R.

GOSPEL ACCLAMATION  Alleluia, alleluia! No one lives on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God. Alleluia!

COMMUNION ANTIPHON (1) or (2) (or a hymn)
(1) You have given us, O Lord, bread from heaven, endowed with all delights and sweetness in every taste.
 (2) I am the bread of life, says the Lord; whoever comes to me will not hunger and whoever believes in me will not thirst.
.

Today’s Readings  Isaiah 55:1-3; Romans 8:35, 37-39; Matthew 14:13-21
Next Week (19th Sunday of Year A)  1 Kgs 19:9, 11-13; Ps 84; Rom 9:1-5; Mt 14:22-33





