
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
17th Sunday in Ordinary Time - Year B 
 
Taken, blessed, broken, given 
Readings: 2 Kings 4: 42-44, Ps 144, Ephesians 4: 1-6, John 6: 1-15 
 

 

Most people, if they remember a non-writing Old Testament prophet at all 

will recall the great Elijah, possibly because of his great victory on Mount 

Carmel over the priests of Baal, possibly because he is predicted to 

precede the Day of the Lord, probably because of Our Lord’s reference to 

John the Baptist as the Elijah who is to come. 

 

As for his successor, Elisha, few recall him and, when they do, they often 

confuse and conflate his ministry with that of his great mentor, Elijah. 

This is a considerable pity because Elisha has a remarkable and powerful 

ministry of his own and we get a passing reference to it in this morning’s 

O.T. reading. He heals the great Syrian army commander Naaman. He 

overthrows the massed armies of Israel’s enemies. He razes the siege of 

Dothan with the assistance of the host of Heaven. He brought the son of 

the Shunammite woman back to life. He changed the dynastic rulers of 

Israel. Even after his death his bones brought a man back to life – an early 

Biblical example of the power of relics. 

 

Being a one time school chaplain, one of my favourite stories of Elisha is 



of his approach to child discipline. Passing the city of Bethel he is jeered at 

by a gang of some forty youths. ‘Sling your hook, baldy’, they shouted at 

him. 

 

I translate as delicately as I can. Elisha did not refer himself for anger 

management, offer the boys counselling to discern what in their 

background had led them to such disrespectful oikishness. The Bible tells 

us that he cursed them roundly and, since they clearly preferred hairy 

creatures, he summoned two she bears from the woods who ripped into 

the whole pack of braying louts. Instant respect. 

 

For that alone Elisha should be the patron saint of schoolmasters.  

(My Bible adds wittily in its footnotes –‘for a better guide to the treatment 

of children see Mark 10 v 13- ‘Suffer the little children’ etc.) 

 

Anyway today we see Elisha performing a feeding miracle. 

 

The context is the famine in Gilgal. There is no food and Elisha has to feed 

his prophetic band of an hundred men, charged, with him, to prophesy to 

a disobedient people and call them back to God. This is the same task 

Jesus will give to His disciples down to the end of time. The offering comes 

from a place called Baalshalishah and is brought as a ‘first fruits offering’.  

This tells us several things. 

 

First there is a desire to be obedient to God and offer, even in famine, the 

first fruits. Remember that Pentecost is a first fruits festival which both 

creates and enables the Church and her missionary work. 



Second note that the offering cannot feed 100 starving men. It is the 

equivalent of twenty bread rolls. So the offering is faithful but inadequate 

It is the same problem that faces the disciples 800 years later and the 

same problem that faces us every time we approach the altar of God. 

Humanly speaking there is no way that what we can give will do the job. 

 

Third, the origin of the barley loaves is intriguing. They come from 

Baalshalishah.  Baalshalishah means ‘The Lord of the Three’ or possibly 

even, ‘The Lord of the Third Day’. Either meaning will have enormous and 

prophetic resonance in the Christian ear. 

 

Four, there is plenty left over, way beyond the needs of the immediate 

faithful. This is part of God’s promise through Elisha and detailed in great 

specifics in John’s Gospel so that we understand that the leftover could 

accommodate the needs of all who will come to the banquet of God 

The parallels are not lost on the disciples of all ages. 

 

The Gospel story not only replicates the Elisha story but amplifies it. Christ 

is a great prophet but His capacity to feed those who come is endless. His 

power over matter can only come from the primal creative power of the 

Word, the second person of the Trinity, the Lord of the Three, whose 

Incarnation He is. 

 

Moreover we see in John’s Gospel the very pattern of how this will be 

performed. It is utterly sacramental. 

 

The inadequate gift is brought, this time by a respectful small boy. It is 

generous because it is all he has. It is telling because he is the only one 



apparently prepared. It is placed in the hands of Jesus who then does what 

every priest has done ever since with the offertory. 

 

He takes it. He blesses it – give thanks – ‘eucharists’ it. He breaks it. He 

gives it to the people via the hands of the Disciples/Apostles. It is the 

pattern of the Mass. 

 

But there is one more thing.  

 

When the same people turn up the next day looking for a free lunch, Jesus 

tells them straight. The point of the miracle is that they believe in Him. In 

other words they become disciples. Like the prophetic band of Elisha of 

old, they are fed that they might be witnesses to the Lord of all and bring 

people home to God. The work of the Mass does not end at the church 

door. ‘Ite missa est’. You have been fed. Now you are being sent. 
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