
Reflection for the Seventeenth Sunday of the Church’s Year 
 
At the start of today’s gospel “a large crowd” is following Jesus because “they were 
impressed by the signs he gave by curing the sick”.  By the end of the gospel they are so 
impressed by “this sign that he had given” by miraculously feeding them that they 
declared that Jesus “really is the prophet who is to come into the world”.  The word “sign” 
is like a thread running through St John’s gospel.  It is a statement that something has 
more than just face value – indeed it points to something much deeper.  So, according 
to St John, when Jesus changes water into wine at Cana in Galilee the “sign” he gives 
isn’t simply that he can throw a good party but rather he demonstrates the power of 
God who can provide for the welfare of his people when all else has failed. When in 
Capernaum Jesus healed the official’s son who was at the point of death, and indeed 
all the other healing miracles which Jesus worked, the “sign” Jesus gives isn’t that he 
is a clever physician or doctor but that the healing power of God at work in him. 
 
Today’s “sign”, miraculously feeding a great crowd by the side of the Sea of Galilee, 
also points to something beyond itself, to a deeper meaning.  That significance and 
deeper meaning is linked to St John’s statement that this miracle took place “shortly 
before the Jewish Passover”.  This isn’t simply an incidental detail but a pointer to the 
significance of Jesus’ action.  At Passover time, the Jews were mindful of their escape 
from slavery in Egypt and the feeding with manna, or bread from heaven, in the 
desert.  Jesus is being presented as the new Moses who will lead his people out of the 
slavery of sin and death and who will feed them with the new “living bread which has 
come down from heaven.”1  Jesus developed these themes when he and some of the 
crowd meet up a little later at the synagogue in Capernaum and Jesus gave his famous 
“I am the bread of life” discourse which we are going to hear in segments over the next 
few Sundays. 
 
The miraculous feeding of the large crowd by the Sea of Galilee was one on the great 
“signs” which Jesus worked.  Not everyone understood its deeper significance and 
today’s gospel ends with the strange incident in which Jesus had to give the crowd the 
slip because some of them were looking to him to give political leadership and they 
wanted “to take him by force and make him king” so “he escaped back to the hills by himself” 
before heading for Capernaum.  And that is where we will pick up the story next 
weekend…… 

 
1 Jn 6:51 


