FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER ‘C’

Ten days ago, Ray Baltes of our parish was involved in a traffic accident while on his motorcycle.  He was taken by ambulance to the Hampton hospital, then by helicopter to the Mason City hospital, and eventually on to the University Hospitals in Iowa City.  

Before Julie, his wife, went by car from the Hampton Hospital to the Mason City hospital, she stopped at their home.  There was a message on the answering machine from Ray’s friend who lives in Minnesota, anxiously inquiring about Ray’s accident, which had occurred less than two hours earlier.  Julie returned his call and asked how he could already have known that Ray had been in an accident.  The man replied that someone had driven past the scene, recognized Ray’s motorcycle, and sent him a text message.

I tell you this story because of how it contrasts with today’s first reading about the lives and works of the early disciples of Jesus, as they went about announcing the Good News … urging their fellow Jews to appreciate the fulfillment of the promise of a savior, and turning to the Gentiles when many Jews rejected the message and abused them.

The text message about Ray’s accident was bad news; bad news has always traveled fast, and really travels fast these days.  In order to preach the Good News back then, Paul and Barnabus walked from town to town, going to the synagogues, the marketplaces, the town squares … wherever people gathered to receive and share news.  There were no newspapers, no photocopiers, no telephones, no microphones, no radios, no televisions, no Internet, no electronic billboards.  They simply hoped to attract the curiosity and attention of a few; maybe even convince one or two to join them.

I don’t know if we can even imagine how slow and difficult their work would have been; our lives are so surrounded and influenced by instant mass media today.  I am second oldest of 8 children; old enough to have vague memories of life on the farm without electricity … Rural Electrification had not yet reached our area.  But my brother who is #7, ten years younger, cannot remember when we did not have television.

The Mormon missionaries and the Jehovah’s Witnesses who come to our doors to evangelize may remind us of how Paul and Barnabas must have traveled and announced the Good News.  But these modern day disciples at least have the printed word to which they can refer, and leaflets to give us or leave at our doors.

For our parishes, these are days of preparing for and celebrating First Eucharist: inviting some of our young members who have been studying our faith to begin joining us at the Table of the Lord.  Now that they are old enough to learn about Jesus’ love for all of us, they too need to begin receiving His life into theirs as he has made possible for us to do … we offer ourselves to God in signs of food – bread and wine, and our Risen Jesus receives our gifts, makes of them His New Presence, and invites us to receive Him into our lives as spiritual nourishment … we can live and announce the Good News like Jesus because Jesus is with us when we do so.

In today’s Gospel, Jesus uses the example of a Good Shepherd to show us how much He loves us.  He knows us; we are his lambs and sheep.  He gives us eternal life, and we will never perish.  No one can steal us away from Jesus as long as we cling to Jesus.  He has rescued and saved us for God our Father, and promises to be always with us if we will remain in His love.

Paul and Barnabus worked tirelessly under many limitations and in spite of many obstacles and rejections.  They were courageous and fearless in following Christ, bringing His message and presence of love to all they met.  They are highly regarded by us as saints, and they enjoy the promise of eternal life.

We are the ones who today are called to continue the work of Paul and Barnabus.  We have many advantages, many methods of travel and communication that they did not have; even many advantages that our parents and grandparents did not have.  We often read and hear how our cell phones and computers are used to offend others, bully them and abuse them.  Do WE always use our communication devices to cheer others, praise them, thank them, tell them that God loves them, and we love them, too?

Today and always, here at Eucharist, we are the ones whom St. John describes in today’s Second Reading from the book of Revelation:  “For this reason they stand before God’s throne and worship him day and night in his temple.  The one who sits on the throne will shelter them.  They will not hunger or thirst anymore, nor will the sun or any heat strike them.  For the Lamb who is in the center of the throne will shepherd them and lead them to springs of life-giving water.  And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

