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Multiplication of the Loaves:  Jesus Relates to Us Through Signs 

 As I preached about a couple of weeks ago, Archbishop Etienne has asked for “the entire 

Archdiocese of Seattle [to be] on retreat [this summer].”  To renew “our relationship with Jesus 

Christ, and prayerfully [discover] fresh and anew the mission the Lord has entrusted to us.”  

Before jumping back into former activities and familiar routines, Archbishop encourages us to 

use this time to make it our top priority to “renew our relationship with Christ so we can [—not 

just re-start, but—] re-envision how we carry out his mission in the world today.”1 

 So, what does it mean to be on retreat?  As I wrote in my letter last week, a retreat is not 

the same thing as a vacation.  Its primary purpose isn’t for rest, relaxation, or entertainment.  A 

retreat is intentionally setting aside time to get away from the activities and distractions that 

come with ordinary daily life.  A retreat takes some work and focus, in order to be intentional 

about reprioritizing one’s relationship with God.  And, it’s that work and focus that we put into 

retreat that will bear fruit on the other side of the retreat, allowing us to come back to our 

ordinary daily lives with clarity on the mission He sends us on, and feeling refreshed, renewed, 

and strengthened by God for that mission. 

 Now, Archbishop isn’t asking us to go away on retreat for the rest of the summer.  

Rather, he’s encouraging us to incorporate aspects of a retreat into our ordinary daily lives.  To 

intentionally set aside time each day—one hour, half an hour, I’d say a minimum of 20 

minutes—to get away from and be “on retreat” from the activities and distractions of our normal 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/072521.cfm
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daily lives.  Please take a look at our parish website for a link to “Summer Retreat Resources”, 

which will provide you encouragement and suggestions for how to be on retreat this summer.2 

 I’m really counting on each one of you to make an attempt at doing this.  You may not 

have done something like this before, so it’s OK if you’re not quite sure how to do it.  That’s 

why we’re offering the “Summer Retreat Resources” webpage on the website to assist you, and 

we’ll be updating this webpage throughout the summer.  And, it’s OK if it takes some time for 

you to develop the practice—it takes time and patience to start any new good habit. 

 I’m counting on everyone to do this so that we can better discern together how we are 

going to re-envision ministries at MQP this fall, into the new year, and beyond.  But, if we don’t 

all commit to doing this retreat work, spending time in prayer, and being attentive to the Word of 

God, then we won’t be putting ourselves in a position to hear from Jesus about what His mission 

is for us.  We might have ideas about what we think His mission is for us—but that’s not the 

same as hearing it from Jesus. 

 As I preached about a couple weeks ago, being sent out on mission by Jesus can be 

uncomfortable and a bit scary.  It might be more comfortable, more familiar, less risky, and 

quicker to rely on our own thoughts, ideas, and resources as we head back out into the world.  

Yet, if we do that, we’ll be missing out on the thrill and the joy of the mission that the Jesus 

wants to equip us for and send us out on. 

+++ 

 This year we’ve been hearing primarily from the Gospel of Mark.  However, each year 

that we hear from the Gospel of Mark, it’s at this time, in the middle of the summer, that we hear 

from Chapter 6 of the Gospel of John for a few weeks.  Beginning today with the Multiplication 

of the Loaves, followed by what’s known as the Bread of Life Discourse in the next few weeks, 

https://mqpevents.weebly.com/summer-retreat.html
https://mqpevents.weebly.com/summer-retreat.html
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these readings from the Gospel of John give us an opportunity to reflect on one of the primary 

ways that we get to know Jesus better—which is, through our celebration of Mass and receiving 

His Body and Blood in the Eucharist. 

 The primary lesson in today’s Gospel—the Multiplication of the Loaves—is that Jesus 

initiates and invites us invites us into relationship with Him through signs.  As we heard, the 

“large crowd followed him, because they saw the signs he [had been] performing.”3  Jesus had 

been attracting their attention through signs, such as turning water into wine at the Wedding at 

Cana, healing the royal official’s son, and healing the paralytic at the Pool of Bethesda (on the 

Sabbath, no less).4  Today, He continues to get their attention by multiplying five loaves and two 

fish into feeding thousands of people.5  So, we see that Jesus initiates relationships with us 

humans through things that we can see, taste, and feel. 

+++ 

 As human beings, we are both a material body and a spiritual soul.6  God formed our 

bodies out of the dust of the ground, but also breathed His life-giving spirit into our nostrils.7  As 

bodily creatures, the primary way that we learn about things in this world is through our senses.  

We take information and experiences into our brain through our senses.  Through our senses is 

also the primary way that we learn about God.  This is how God created us to relate to the world 

He created, to one another, and to Him. 

 This is why all the supporting elements of the Mass are so important.  Has anyone heard 

the phrase “smells and bells” before?  This phrase is a reference to the different elements we use 

to celebrate, with incense you can smell, bells and music you can hear, vestments and candles 

you can see, etc.—all the things that appeal to our five senses and thus to our whole being.  It’s 
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through the “smells and bells” that Jesus uses a variety of ways to speak to us and help us get to 

know Him better during Mass. 

+++ 

 Several years ago I was on an engineering mission trip in Peru (before I was a priest, 

when I was still practicing as a structural engineer).  The mission was hosted by a non-

denominational Christian ministry, and it was an ecumenical group of design and construction 

professionals from many different Christian denominations.  I was the only Catholic in the 

group.  On the one hand, I felt comfortable being in Peru, because there are many signs and 

symbols of the Faith in their culture—in particular, the beautiful churches that I could visit and 

pray in.  The environment of these churches was familiar to me, with statues, candles, paintings, 

relics, altars, etc. 

 On the other hand, I felt a bit out of place in the group, because they were all from 

Christian traditions that don’t have a lot of signs or symbols in their churches or in their prayer 

traditions.  My fellow missioners were curious, and asked me why I found all these signs and 

symbols to be meaningful.  More specifically, they asked me whether I found all these signs and 

symbols to be a kind of superstition and idols that got in the way of my relationship with Jesus.  I 

tried my best to explain to them, though I’m not sure I was very successful in convincing them of 

the benefit of these signs and symbols.  They had been raised in an expression of the faith that 

gotten rid of signs and symbols, and really focused solely on the Word, on Faith, and on a 

personal relationship with Jesus. 

 I went to Mass each day by myself at the neighborhood church, but one afternoon a 

couple of my fellow missioners asked me to take them on a tour of the church.  It was jarring for 

them to see the church—they didn’t feel very comfortable—but I appreciated that they wanted to 
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learn from me about the Catholic tradition.  When it came to Sunday, it was time for us to gather 

together for worship.  This turned out to be a very jarring experience for me—for opposite 

reasons. 

 We gathered in a barren room where there were no signs and symbols at all.  The walls 

were painted white and there were no decorations of any kind.  There was a simple stage, from 

which worship leaders led us in singing praise and worship songs, proclaiming the Word, and 

preaching from the pastor.  Yet, for me, this was a jarring experience because of the plainness of 

the room.  For me, having grown up Catholic and being used to the signs and symbols as part of 

my worship experience, I really missed them.  The time of worship and praise felt flat and not 

uplifting to me. 

+++ 

 I realize there is some subjectivity in my experience, as well as that of my fellow 

missionaries’ experiences.  And, I also realize that they have a point about humans having a 

history of relying upon superstition and idols—which is why many Christian traditions avoid 

signs and symbols.  Furthermore, I really admire their strong faith and their faith in action on the 

mission trip, which, in their experience, is inspired directly by the Word and their personal 

relationship with Jesus.  We can certainly learn from and be inspired by their strong faith and 

faith in action. 

 However, in my opinion, it doesn’t have to be one or the other.  We want to avoid the 

extreme of superstition and idols.  But, if we eliminate them completely, then we miss out on the 

truth that we are both spiritual and bodily creatures.  We miss out on the ways that our senses can 

and do feed our faith.  To ways that seeing, hearing, smelling, touching, and tasting has an 

impact on our soul and lifts us up to God. 
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+++ 

 This is why the celebration of Mass has so many elements and takes a lot of preparation.  

Pretty much everything in this church and happening during Mass conveys a meaning that 

engages our senses, and then lifts us up to God.  The candles remind us that Christ is the Light of 

the world.  The Book of the Gospels reminds us that Jesus is present in the Word.  Statues 

remind us that the saints and angels are with us right now, praying along with us and interceding 

for us.  The colors of the priest’s and deacon’s vestments, as well as seasonal banners and 

different kinds of flowers, remind us of the liturgical season, or if we are celebrating a special 

feast day.  The Crucifix reminds us that “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so 

that…[through His Sacrifice, Death, and Resurrection, we] might have eternal life.”8  All of 

these things are thoughtfully and beautifully prepared by artisans, in order to point us to and help 

us give glory to God. 

 The things that we hear also carry a meaning.  The prayers and the readings remind us of 

God, teach us who God is, who we are, and about His love and mercy for us.  But, these need to 

be practiced and rehearsed by the presider and readers, so that their proclamation of the words 

hits our ears in a way that helps lift our souls to God.  Same thing with the music and songs we 

sing.  The musicians rehearse and years of tremendous skill and expertise so that the very best 

expression of music becomes a prayer and lifts our souls to God.  The songs themselves—they’re 

not just our favorite songs—they are songs that direct our praise to God. 

 All of this is to say that there are a lot of elements and planning that go into preparing 

what we might call a worthy celebration of the Mass.  There is a document called the General 

Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM).  You can find it on the internet, at the USCCB or 

Vatican websites.9  This document provides all the instructions, guidance, and options for how to 

http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/the-mass/general-instruction-of-the-roman-missal
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20030317_ordinamento-messale_en.html
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celebrate Mass.  Rather than being something that inhibits our celebration of Mass, its purpose is 

to help us guard against superstition or introducing confusing symbols or imposing personal 

preferences into the Mass.  It doesn’t mean there’s no room for adaptations and selecting options 

that work better for a specific community or culture.  But, it offers us the wisdom of the Church 

and her traditions, along with deep understanding of how signs and symbols help all of us 

encounter Jesus in the Mass. 

+++ 

 As we continue with the Gospel of John next week, we’ll see how Jesus teaches us that 

signs and symbols are just the beginning of our relationship with Him.  Jesus doesn’t want us to 

stay at the level of signs and symbols.  He has something much more in store for us. 

 Furthermore, for your retreat experience this summer, I encourage you to make Mass a 

regular part of it.  Sunday Mass, but also coming to daily Mass one or two times during the 

week.  Also, coming to Church for Adoration, or the Church or Grotto for personal prayer.  

Furthermore, to think about how signs and symbols can assist you in your daily prayer time at 

home.  Do you have a prayer space set aside to help you pray?  Do you have a cross, holy 

images, sacred music, etc. to assist you in your prayers?  If you look on our parish YouTube 

channel, you’ll see some videos in the MQP Domestic Church playlist in which fellow 

parishioners share ideas for creating your own home altar or prayer space.10 

 If you’re just starting out at developing a personal prayer practice, or trying to take it to 

the next level, creating an intentional prayer space that supports and encourages you in your 

prayer is a big part of helping you further develop your prayer life. 

+++ 

http://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLe0-SiAKQ92TnaKTPHn1GbHtfRj7V1OzV
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 My friends, you might get tired of hearing may say this several times over the next few 

weeks—but it can’t be said enough.  In order to discover this beautiful and exciting mission that 

the Lord has for each one of us, then each of us must first spend time each day praying with and 

being attentive to the Word of God.  We must spend time each day “one-on-one” with God—at 

least 20 minutes a day.  And, it’s beneficial if we create a set aside space and environment in our 

home to help us in our prayers. 

 The better that we know Jesus Christ, the better we’ll be at recognizing His voice, and 

embracing His mission for us in our personal lives, here at Mary, Queen of Peace, and in the 

world. 

1 Archbishop Paul Etienne, As You Go, Proclaim the Kingdom of Heaven, found at Truth in Love: Reflecting the 

Good News of Christ on 8 July 2021 (www.archbishopetienne.com/as-you-go-proclaim-the-kingdom-of-heaven) 
2 mqpevents.weebly.com/summer-retreat.html 
3 John 6:2 
4 John 2:1-11, 4:46-54, 5:1-15 
5 John 6:9-11 
6 Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) 360, 362-368, 382 
7 Genesis 2:7 
8 John 3:16 
9 www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/the-mass/general-instruction-of-the-roman-missal 

www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_20030317_ordinamento-

messale_en.html 
10 www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLe0-SiAKQ92TnaKTPHn1GbHtfRj7V1OzV 
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