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In today’s first reading God invites all who are hungry or thirsty to re-

ceive food and drink without cost. Jesus feeds the hungry multitude 

and reveals the abundance of God. At the eucharistic table we remem-

ber all who are hungry or poor in our world today. As we share the 

bread of life, we are sent forth to give ourselves away as bread for the 

hungry.  ~ 
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The Problem with Numbers               

So much attention to numbers! Five. Two. Twelve. Five thousand. 

And far more than five thousand when the women and children 

are included in the count (almost as if it’s a census-taker’s after-

thought). But who, really, was doing the counting? And why? Was 

there a crew in that deserted place tallying attendance like usher-

ing teams who survey church pews on Sunday mornings? Proba-

bly not. Yet the numbers often dominate this story, a miraculous 

story so significant to the evangelists that it is, unlike any other 

miracle, written into all four gospels. 

       What might be lost from this story when the numbers—how 

many people, so few loaves, only a couple fish, and even the 

counted leftovers—command our attention? The numbers appar-

ently consumed the disciples’ imaginations and produced their re-

action: “Send them away.” 

       Consider how often stories end like this: “Send them away.” 

How   quickly, even easily, numbers settle an issue and decide a 

story’s conclusion, people’s fate. But for Jesus the story is not 

over. Instead he says, “They need not go away” (Matthew 14:16). 

The numbers neither control nor tell the story. Compassion does.    

       And more, that is not only how the story ends; compassion is 

how the story begins: “When he went ashore, he saw a great 

crowd; and he had compassion for them” (Matt. 14:14). 

       Rather than the numbers, it is the “where” of this story that is 

significant. We easily overlook where Jesus is doing his ministry: 

Ashore. In a deserted place. It is not in the religious space of the 

synagogue. In the religious space, Jesus’ teaching so offended the 

congregation that, dishonored, he left unable to accomplish any-

thing among them. Unable to make a space of compassion and 

care there, he goes out to where the people are. If this doesn’t 

give us pause, we are not paying attention. 

       We see where Jesus is. Where is the church?   ~ 
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