SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER ‘C’

These are the days when we are electing new members to parish leadership and perhaps reelecting leaders who have completed one term.  And our parish leadership body, now to be known as the Parish Pastoral Council, is receiving or reviewing guidelines that will hopefully be helpful in achieving the goal of being ever-more pastoral … caring and sensitive to the interests and needs of all and sincere in working toward the common good.

A priority of the Archdiocesan Office of Pastoral Planning has been developing and establishing consensus decision-making as the norm for Parish Pastoral Councils.  Many who have served on boards and councils have operated according to parliamentary procedure and Robert’s Rules of Order when making decisions.  The Parish Council guidelines of 25 years ago encourage consensus decision –making, and, for the most part, it has been the way our councils have operated.  I cannot recall any 5-4, 6-3, or even 8-1 votes that determined major outcomes.  But now we are to give more serious thought to the process.

In consensus decision-making there is no actual vote. Consensus is achieved when everyone can live with the decision and support it.  This requires that each member offer input, listen closely to the discussion, become aware of and focus on areas of agreement, ask clarifying questions, and treat seriously any offerings by members.  The chair is careful to elicit comments from each participant.

The advantage to consensus is that a person who has not agreed with a proposal as stated may begin to consciously change his/her position, not just in order to comply or get it over with but because there has been every opportunity to hear the suggestions of others and to consider options.  The process of reaching consensus may affect the modification of a proposal so that it now may seem closer to the original position of a person who initially disagreed with it!  True consensus, then, furthers unity within the parish because everyone can claim some ownership of a proposal.

Operating by consensus puts us more in sync with the ways of the early leaders of the Church.  Today’s First Reading recalls what led to the First Church Council, the Council of Jerusalem.  Paul and Barnabas had ventured into Gentile territory, preaching the Good News to people who were not Jews … did not live according to the Law of Moses.  But they liked what they were hearing and were coming forward to be baptized, receive the life of Christ.

Then some Jews who had become Christians came down and observed this and became upset.  They could not conceive of someone becoming a follower of Christ without first embracing the Law of Moses, which required circumcision for males and many rituals and restrictions concerning food preparation, observance of the Sabbath, etc.

Their visit really stifled the work of Paul and Barnabas in spreading the Good News to non-Jewish nations, and they quarreled with those who had disrupted their work.  So it was decided that Paul and Barnabas and some of the others should go up to Jerusalem, to the apostles and elders, with this question.

The result of the meeting in Jerusalem was to send Judas and Silas to convey this message by word of mouth:  “It is the decision of the Holy Spirit, and of us, not to place on you any burden beyond these necessities:  to abstain from meat sacrificed to idols, from blood, from meat of strangled animals, and from unlawful marriage.  If you keep free of these, you will be doing right.”

The apostles, elders, and disciples sought the guidance of the Holy Spirit in this serious issue.  What came out of the meeting was likely a surprise to everyone – a minimum of practices to avoid, for their well being.  It was a consensus decision arrived at under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

Today’s Gospel reading is a continuation of Jesus’ discourse at the Last Supper, which we heard from last weekend.  Jesus promises that the Father and he will come to believers and make their dwelling with them.  The Father will send the advocate, the Holy Spirit, as a teacher.  And Jesus promises us that we will have peace, if we follow Him. In the Bible, peace means far more than the absence of hostility.  Peace is a positive term, denoting the fullness, the perfection of God’s blessings. 

From its very beginning, the Church has enjoyed Jesus’ assurance of God’s presence in our lives, to enjoy the peace of the presence of God in our daily lives, the fullness, the perfection of God’s blessings.  It is always a challenge for us to discover and believe what precisely is the good that is God-for-us, the direction of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  And our human nature rebels against the Spirit; there are always more easy and more fun ways to live, at least for the moment.

Many of our Church leaders these days have lost our trust.  But their teachings and guidance remain sound, because we believe that the Holy Spirit guided them in discerning and deciding what is truly good and lasting, just as the Holy Spirit guided the early Church leaders. 

There are norms for human behavior; there is morality; there is self-discipline.  The purpose of morality and the purpose of self-control is for our own good, so that we can lead richer, fuller lives; so that we do not ruin ourselves by excess and wrongdoings. 

As much fun as it may seem, pre-marital sex is wrong, and the consequences prove that it is wrong, although unfortunately, after the fact. The momentary pleasure that drug use offers, the greed that leads to excessive spending and consumption … these end up hurting us, as well as denying others many basic needs.

 
Recently, I was listening to a parent tell about all of the Sunday morning sports his son is involved in.  He commented that it really interfered with church attendance.  I replied that I worry that parents today will later regret having supported this rather than forming habits of church attendance for their children.  He acknowledged that habits are indeed being formed, but not necessarily good habits.

Next Sunday, we celebrate the Ascension of the Lord; the following weekend we celebrate Pentecost, the return of Jesus in His Spirit, who is alive in the world today through His Church.  This is the great gift of God to us; the presence of His Son who has saved us and promises to be with us always.  He has come to bring us his peace … the fullness, the perfection of God’s blessings.

In all we do, as individuals, families, parish leaders, community leaders and government leaders, we need to seek the guidance of the Spirit.  We will not always be directed down the easy road, but we will be headed toward the true and eternal good.

