
 

1 

 

THE SEVENTEENTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year B 
2 Kgs 4:42-44; Ps 145:10-11,15-16,17-18; Eph 4:1-6; Jn 6:1-15 

 

MEAL PRAYERS 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Sunday, July 29, 2018, 7:00 a.m. 

TCO Vikings Headquarters, Eagan, Minnesota 

 

While you are studying your play books to prepare for the season, 

  I was reading St. Thomas Aquinas’ Cantena Aurea to prepare for this Mass. 

Your play books are very important, 

  and so is the Cantena, and the “Good Book,” the Bible. 

 

The account of the multiplication of the loaves is given in all four gospels, 

  which makes it one of the most significant events in Jesus’ ministry. 

One of the things that intrigues biblical scholars 

  is when there is a discrepancy between the accounts. 

St. John Chrysostom (344-407) points out a discrepancy that I had never noticed 

  (Cantena Aurea, Vol. IV, 213). 

 

When it comes to what Jesus said when he held the bread, 

  John’s version that we just heard is different from the other three. 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke’s versions are nearly identical. 

  Their versions have four Eucharistic actions that prefigure the Last Supper. 

  Listen for these action verbs:  take, bless, break, and give. 

Here is the Synoptic version: 

Jesus, “Taking the five loaves and the two fish, 

  and looking up to heaven, he blessed them, 

  broke them, and gave them to his disciples”  

  (paraphrase, Mt 14:19; Mk 6:41; Lk 9:16):  take, bless, break, give. 

 

Here is John’s version, the one that we just heard: 

  ‘Jesus took the loaves” – “take,” the same as the other three; 

  “gave thanks,” 

   “and distributed them” – distribute,  

      the same as “give” in the other three (Jn 6:11). 

Two things are missing, bless and break; 

  and one thing is added, the giving of thanks. 

 

St. John Chrysostom believes there is a very simple and important lesson here. 

 

Jesus had the crowd sit down (Jn 6:10a). 

  It is exactly what a person does at mealtime. 

  They were sitting on the grass (Jn 10:6b), like for a picnic. 

  We normally pull up a chair at the table. 
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Jesus had bread and fish in hand (see Jn 6:11a). 

When we sit down at dinnertime, 

  the table is set, and the food is on the table. 

It was time to eat. 

 

Jesus had a huge crowd gathered around him. 

The gospel says 5000 men (Jn 6:10c). 

  The men were accompanied by their wives, another 5000. 

  The couples were accompanied by their children,  

    a boy and a girl on average, another 10,000. 

So Jesus had 20,000 people there at mealtime. 

 

St. John Chrysostom believes that Jesus wanted a large audience 

  so he could teach them what is to be done before eating. 

 

So Jesus performed a demonstration. 

In John’s gospel it says that Jesus “took the loaves and gave thanks” (Jn 6:11). 

Jesus did not bless the bread and fish; 

  he gave thanks for the bread and fish. 

Jesus gave thanks for the food before eating it. 

 

So when we sit before a meal, 

  when the food is ready and out on the table, 

  but before it is passed around, before dishing up, 

  before the eating begins, 

  it is time to give thanks. 

 

Mealtime is a major moment not to be overlooked or taken lightly. 

 

I don’t know about you, 

  but I have never gone to bed hungry a single day of my life. 

I wanted to know how many people in the world go to bed hungry at night. 

I checked on Google. 

The first article estimates that 17 percent of the world goes to bed hungry at night, 

  842 million, better than it used to be, 

  but still, almost 1 in 5. 

 

That fact is that we live in a land of abundance, 

  great big grocery stories, 

  food in the refrigerator, ample food in the cupboards, 

  an incredible food service here at the headquarters, 

  and plenty to eat at home. 

God provides for us. 

God is good to us. 

The Responsorial Psalm says, 

  “You (i.e., God) give them (i.e., us) their food in due season” (Ps 145:15). 
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It was a miracle when the crowd was fed with bread and fish (Jn 6:11-12,14a), 

  and, really, it is a miracle that we get to eat the way that we do. 

If there is ever a time to give thanks, it is at mealtime. 

 

In our house, when I was growing up, 

 my mom and dad led us in our meal prayers without fail, 

 before every breakfast, before every lunch, and before every dinner. 

We never ever skipped our meal prayers. 

 

Most of us know the customary prayer: 

Bless us, O Lord, and these, thy gifts, 

  which we are about to receive, from thy bounty, 

  through Christ, our Lord.  Amen. 

 

The food that we receive is a gift from the bounty of our Lord, 

  and our meal prayers give thanks to God. 

 

This is a good time to check on how often we say our meals prayers. 

 

When it is all Catholics around the table, 

  it is easy, normal, and comfortable. 

When we are alone, it is easy to forget. 

When we are in a public place, 

  like at the food service here, or at a restaurant, 

    some people think it is a good opportunity to give witness to our faith, 

    others believe it is too preachy, too pushy, or a little too goody-goody. 

I usually just say a private prayer silently without drawing too much attention. 

 

My sister Ruth and her husband Bruce  

  have a special ritual with their four children at dinnertime. 

When the meal is prepared and on the table, 

  the six of them stand behind their chairs, 

  and they go around the table 

  and one-by-one in their own words 

    they mention one or two blessings of the day – and give thanks, 

  and then, to finish, together, pray in thanksgiving for their food. 

 

St. John Chrysostom would tell us that 

  it is right and just to give God thanks and praise for our food before eating. 

 

It was a miracle when the crowd was fed with bread and fish (Jn 6:11-12,14a), 

  and it is a miracle that we have such an abundant supply of food to eat. 

When Jesus took the bread and fish, but before he ate it, he gave thanks (Jn 6:11), 

  and we would be wise to imitate our Master (see Jn 13:15), 

  and before we eat our food, to give God our thanks. 


