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18th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
All That We Have

I can certainly sympathize with the apostles’ request to Jesus in the gospel: “dismiss the crowds so that they can go to the villages and buy food for themselves.”  “They were not supposed to be here.  We did not plan to have the event catered.  Nobody gave us any deposit fees, and none of them thought far enough ahead to bring a bagged lunch with them.  It seems only fair that after these people have shown up uninvited, that they politely leave before dinnertime.”
If you have ever planned a large party, you know that feeding everyone is the toughest part.  I remember World Youth Day in Toronto.  Only about 300,000 of us were at the main exhibition grounds at any one time, which is actually a small number as World Youth Days go.  Even so, it took us almost two hours waiting in line to get lunch the first day, and that was with multiple lunch stations and thousands of volunteers.  

Proportionally, the apostles have even less help: 12 to feed 5,000.  Practically, the request Jesus makes should not work.  But Jesus is not concerned with practicality.  He does not start to panic as you or I might when 5,000 hungry people suddenly arrive.  He does not even call in some local vendors for help or send the disciples to get supplies from some of his contacts.  
Jesus could have fed the crowd in one of those ways.  He could have still worked a miracle by bringing food to that deserted place through a random cargo ship arriving or even raining bread from heaven as God had done with Israel in the desert of Sinai.  
Instead, Jesus miraculously feeds the crowd in this way to teach the disciples and us a lesson.  He takes the tiny amount of food they have and satisfies their guests with that.  He shows hospitality to the crowd with these meager five loaves and two fish.  By doing so, Jesus is teaching us that we always have sufficient means to show hospitality.

Some of my friends who have done mission work taught me that as well.  One of them was invited to a family’s house for dinner, which consisted simply of rice and beans.  As he was eating, he saw that the parents had no food in front of them.  He realized that they had given him their share for dinner, while they themselves had nothing.  When he offered some to them, they refused.  In their eyes, hospitality demanded that they share their food with a guest.  
The Benedictine monks and nuns also take hospitality very seriously.  In their Rule of Life, St. Benedict commanded, “In the salutation of guests, whether arriving or departing, let all humility be shown.  Let the head be bowed or the whole body prostrated on the ground in adoration of Christ, who indeed is received in their persons” (Rule of St. Benedict, chapter 53).  

Travelers and guests today do not have the same perils that they did in Jesus’ time.  People are also likely to phone us first before they arrive or to schedule just a few hours of visiting time with us.  Hospitality for us includes offering basic comforts, like food and drink, to our guests, as hospitality has always demanded.  It also includes paying attention to the person and his or her needs.  Maybe our visitor really wants to talk about something, but needs the encouragement of a listening ear to be able to say it.  Maybe our visitor needs to feel valued by the fact that we set aside what we are doing, even briefly, for a chat: muting the television, pausing the game, setting our work down for a moment.  
And maybe our visitor needs prayer.  St. Benedict told his monks first of all to pray with a guest and then to offer him or her the sign of peace: a kiss, a hug, a handshake.  Especially if your guest is leaving for a journey, pray for safe travels with the person.  If you have no idea what to say, have a prayer card of St. Raphael or St. Christopher handy with a prayer to say together.  

In all of our hospitality we must remember first of all, as St. Benedict pointed out, that we are really welcoming Jesus into our homes or groups.  Even if we do not have much, we can always make people feel welcome.  Hospitality often calls to mind for me the Weasley family from Harry Potter.  Although they were poor with a cramped house, Harry was treated like one of the family, and liked their home much better than his aunt and uncle’s rich suburban house.  
We always have sufficient means to show hospitality.  And when we do welcome others with words and actions, Christ will take our offering, no matter how small, and multiply it into a rich spiritual harvest, as he multiplied the five loaves and two fish.
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