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The Daily Gospel
Saturday, May 1, 2004

St. Joseph the Worker

1st Reading: Gen 1:26—2:3 or Col 3:14-15, 17, 23-24

Gospel: Mt 13:54-58
Jesus went to his hometown and taught the peo​ple in their synagogue. They were amazed and said, “Where did he get this wisdom and these special powers? Isn’t he the carpenter’s son? Isn’t Mary his mother and aren’t James, Joseph, Simon and Judas his brothers? Aren’t all his sisters living here? How did he get all this?” And so they took offense at him.

Jesus said to them, “The only place where prophets are not welcome is their hometown and in their own family.” And he did not perform many mira​cles there because of their lack of faith.

Commentary

Mark never polishes the surface of the Gospel story, as the others do. In this reading, Matthew’s gospel calls Jesus “the carpenter’s son” (verse 55). But Mark’s gospel simply calls him “the carpenter” (6:3). He was a carpenter, of course, as well as being the son of a carpenter. Otherwise, what was he doing for thirty years? We need to celebrate Jesus the worker as well as Joseph the worker. 

In the past we used to refer to manual work as “servile work”. It was forbidden on Sundays. If you were an accountant you could spend all your Sundays accounting, but if you were a farmer, for example, or a carpenter, you had to remain idle. “Servile” comes from the Latin “servilis”, meaning “of a slave”. “Servile work” means “the work of slaves”. This disdain of manual work is certainly not from the Gospel. It is from class-conscious societies that expected manual workers to be “servile” not only in their work but in their manners. It is tragic that this was ever allowed to infect Christian practice. 

When Pius XII in 1955 established May 1 as the commemoration of St. Joseph the Worker, it was an attempt to steal the fire of the Communist celebration. It was a late move, because in many countries the working classes had already been lost to the Church. 

We could honor St. Joseph today by consciously seeing our manual work as a way of meditation, and a way of sanctification. 
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Sunday, May 2, 2004

4th Sunday of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 13:14, 43-52

Paul and Barnabas went on from Perga and came to Antioch in Pisidia. On the Sabbath day they entered the synagogue and sat down.

After that, when the assembly broke up, many Jews and devout God-fearing people followed them and to these they spoke, urging them to hold fast to the grace of God.

The following Sabbath almost the entire city gathered to listen to Paul, who spoke a fairly long time about the Lord. But the presence of such a crowd made the Jews jealous. So they began to oppose with insults whatever Paul said.

Then Paul and Barnabas spoke out firmly, saying, “It was necessary that God’s word be first proclaimed to you, but since you now reject it and judge yourselves to be unworthy of eternal life, we turn to non-Jewish people. For thus we were commanded by the Lord: I have set you as a light to the pagan nations, so that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth.”
Those who were not Jews rejoiced when they heard this and praised the message of the Lord, and all those destined for everlasting life believed in it. Thus the Word spread throughout the whole region.

Some of the Jews, however, incited God-fearing wom​en of the upper class and the leading men of the city, as well, and stirred up an intense persecution against Paul and Barnabas. Finally they had them expelled from their region. The apostles shook the dust from their feet in protest against this people and went to Iconium, leaving the disciples filled with joy and Holy Spirit. 

2nd Reading: Rev 7:9, 14-17
I, John, saw a great crowd, impossible to count, from every nation, race, people and tongue, standing before the throne and the Lamb, clothed in white, with palm branches in their hands, 

I answered, “Sir, it is you who know this.” 

The elder replied, “They are those who have come out of the great persecution; they have washed and made their clothes white in the blood of the Lamb.

This is why they stand before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his sanctuary. He who sits on the throne will spread his tent over them. Never again will they suffer hunger or thirst or be burned by the sun or any scorching wind. For the Lamb near the throne will be their Shepherd, and he will bring them to springs of life-giving water, and God will wipe away their tears.” 

Gospel: Jn 10:27-30

Jesus said, “My sheep hear my voice and I know them; they follow me and I give them eternal life. They shall never perish and no one will ever steal them from me. What the Father has given me is above everything else and no one can snatch it from the Father’s hand. I and the Father are one.” 

Commentary

 “I and the Father are one.” This is one of “hard sayings” of Jesus. He is not saying it in a weak sense: that he and the Father are of like mind, etc. In Greek it says, literally, “I and the Father are one thing.” Had his hearers understood him in the weak sense they would not have taken up stones immediately to kill him. The union of Jesus with the Father is the inexhaustible mystery of our Faith. 

It is not only about Jesus; it has to do with us too. In this age when so much emphasis is placed on the individual, we are inclined to see Jesus too just as an individual—a special one, to be sure, but still an individual. That could not be a full account of Jesus. He is “the first-born of many brothers and sisters,” “He is the head, we are the body.” He came into the world for us, not for himself. Meister Eckhart had an overpowering sense of the union of every Christian with God in Christ. “The soul is one with God and not united. Here is a simile: if we fill a tub with water, the water in the tub is united but not one with it, for where there is water there is no wood, and where there is wood there is no water. Now take the wood and throw it in the middle of the water, still the wood is only united and not one (with the water). It is different with the soul: she becomes one with God and not united, for where God is, there the soul is and where the soul is, there God is.”

Monday, May 3, 2004

Philip & James

1st Reading: 1 Cor 15:1-8

Gospel: Jn 14:6-14 

Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father but through me. If you know me, you will know the Father also; indeed you know him and you have seen him.”

Philip asked him,“Lord, show us the Father and that is enough.” Jesus said to him, “What! I have been with you so long and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever sees me sees the Father; how can you say: ‘Show us the Father’? Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? 

“All that I say to you, I do not say of my​self. The Father who dwells in me is doing his own work. Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; at least believe it on the evidence of these works that I do.

“Truly, I say to you, the one who believes in me will do the same works that I do; and he will even do greater than these, for I am going to the Father. Everything you ask in my name, I will do, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. And everything you ask in calling upon my Name, I will do.”

Commentary

Philip was the first person to whom Jesus said, “Follow me!” (Jn 1:45). James was “brother of the Lord,” understood to mean cousin. 

From today’s reading, four words to dwell on—spoken by Jesus to Philip—four words that are almost like icons, to come back to again and again. 


• “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.”


• “I am in the Father and the Father is in me.” 


• “The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own.”


• “The Father who dwells in me does his works.” 

Don’t forget that these words are not only about Jesus; they are about us too.
Tuesday, May 4, 2004

4th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 11:19-26

Gospel: Jn 10:22-30
The time came for the feast of the Dedication. It was winter and Jesus walked back and forth in the portico of Solomon. The Jews then gathered around him and said to him, “How long will you keep us in doubt? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” Jesus answered, “I have already told you but you do not believe. The works I do in my Father’s name proclaim who I am, but you don’t believe because, as I said, you are not my sheep.

My sheep hear my voice and I know them; they follow me and I give them eternal life. They shall never perish and no one will ever steal them from me. What the Father has given me is above everything else and no one can snatch it from the Father’s hand. I and the Father are one.” 

Commentary

 “The works I do in my Father’s name proclaim who I am.” He is entirely transparent; he is hiding nothing; he is the revelation of what God is and what humanity is. Then we see him “walking back and forth in the portico of Solomon.” This pacing back and forth is somehow deeply affecting. From our childhood we may retain some idea of him seated on a throne, or else doing only highly purposeful things—but pacing back and forth, alone. “In him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (Col 1:19), but here he is, in a kind of non-moment. We should not interrupt. In a way it is in the non-moment that everything comes into being. 

The best celebration of such non-moments that I’ve seen is a poem by W.B. Yeats, called Long-legged Fly. Here are the first verses:


That civilization may not sink,


Its great battle lost,


Quiet the dog, tether the pony


To a distant post;


Our master Caesar is in the tent


Where the maps are spread,


His eyes fixed upon nothing,


A hand under his head.


Like a long-legged fly upon the stream


His mind moves upon silence.

Wednesday, May 5, 2004

4th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 12:24—13:5

Gospel: Jn 12:44-50
Jesus had said, and even cried out, “Whoever believes in me, believes not in me but in him who sent me. And whoever sees me, sees him who sent me. I have come into the world as light, so that whoever believes in me may not remain in darkness.

‘If anyone hears my words and does not keep them, I am not the one to condemn him; for I have come, not to condemn the world, but to save the world. The one who rejects me, and does not receive my word, already has a judge: the very word I have spoken will condemn him on the last day.

‘For I have not spoken on my own authority; the Father who sent me has instructed me in what to say and how to speak. I know that his commandment is eternal life, and that is why the message I give, I give as the Father instructed me.” 

Commentary

 “Honesty is the best policy,” it is said. But if you are honest only as a policy, are you honest? If there arose a situation where honesty wasn’t to your advantage, would you still want to be honest? If so, then honesty is much more to you than a policy. We could say the same about any virtue you mention. It has to be for its own sake, not for the sake of anything else. Eckhart wrote, “If you should ask a good person, ‘Why do you love God?’ he or she will reply, ‘I don’t know; for God’s sake’. ‘Why do you love truth?’ ‘For truth’s sake’. ‘Why do you live?’ ‘Indeed I don’t know—I like living!’ A master says, ‘A person who has once been touched by truth, justice and goodness can no more leave them than God can leave His Godhead.’” There is a kind of innocence about every virtue. It is beautiful to see a person do something good just because it is good, and not for some ulterior motive. 

Jesus was entirely transparent. “Whoever sees me sees the One who sent me.” Because he had moved beyond self-defense he was not in competition with anyone. He neither judged nor condemned. “I have come not to condemn the world but to save it.” 

Thursday, May 6, 2004

4th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 13:13-25

Gospel: Jn 13:16-20
[After Jesus had washed the feet of the disciples he said,] “Truly, I say to you, the servant is not greater than his master, nor is the messenger greater than he who sent him. Understand this, and blessed are you if you put it into practice.

“I am not speaking of you all, because I know the ones I have chosen and the Scripture has to be fulfilled that says, The one who shared my table has risen against me. I tell you this now before it happens, so that when it does happen, you may know that I am He.

“Truly, I say to you, whoever welcomes the one I send, welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me, wel​comes the One who sent me.” 

Commentary

 “I never saw, heard, nor read that the clergy were beloved in any nation where Christianity was the religion of the country. Nothing can render them popular but some degree of persecution,” wrote Jonathan Swift, the acerbic author of Gulliver’s Travels. 18th-century Europe attempted nothing short of the total annihilation of religion. Swift was himself a clergyman, and may be thought to speak from experience; but his temperament was more that of the persecutor. He persecuted the foolish, and parodied their follies. His tombstone mentions his “savage indignation”, saeva indignatio. These words would be highly suitable to the headstones of many writers of that age. In particular there was an Italian, Giannone, whose works are a sustained howl of fury at the power of the Church and clergy. 

In Christian art and in Christian life why hasn’t more been made, through the ages, of that scene in the Gospel: Jesus washing the disciples’ feet? The Church was too often distracted with other concerns: power, precedence, law and order. Had it always remained faithful to the spirit of the Gospel Giannone might have been a Vincent de Paul. And Swift—well, there should never be a world without a Swift!

Friday, May 7, 2004

4th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 13:26-33
Gospel: Jn 14:1-6
Jesus said to his disciples, “Do not be troubled; trust in God and trust in me. In my Father’s house there are many rooms. Otherwise I would not have told you that I go to prepare a place for you. After I have gone and prepared a place for you, I shall come again and take you to me, so that where I am, you also may be. Yet you know the way where I am going.”

Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going; how can we know the way?” Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father but through me.” 

Commentary

To the insider, the outsider is the opposite in every way: he is the heretic, the enemy, the betrayer. Jesus was an outsider. He went after “the weak, the sick, the wounded, the strayed, the lost” (see Ezk 34). It was because he praised the outsider that his own villagers tried to throw him over a cliff (Lk 4:29). He praised the faith of a pagan (Mt 8:10). He healed the heretic leper and said to him, “Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well” (Lk 17:19). He made such a heretic (“the good Samaritan”) the hero of his story (Lk 10:30). 

One of the greatest tragedies of the Church is that it became, in many periods of history, a power-structure, a caste of insiders. It is in constant danger of defining itself in this way. “Outside the Church there is no salvation,” was once a theological axiom. How did people of that time read today’s passage, “In my Father’s house there are many rooms”? No doubt it was put safely out of harm’s way into the next world: as referring to heaven, not earth. (Scholars, ancient and modern, have much to add to that interpretation.) Even so, there still remains the saying of Jesus, “I am the way….” Jesus is the way: the Jesus who told a story about a lost sheep….

Saturday, May 8, 2004

4th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 13:44-52

Gospel: Jn 14:7-14
Jesus said to his disciples, “If you know me, you will know the Father also; indeed you know him and you have seen him.”

Philip asked him, “Lord, show us the Father and that is enough.” Jesus said to him, “What! I have been with you so long and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever sees me sees the Father; how can you say: ‘Show us the Father’? Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? 

“All that I say to you, I do not say of my​self. The Father who dwells in me is doing his own work. Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; at least believe it on the evidence of these works that I do.

“Truly, I say to you, the one who believes in me will do the same works that I do; and he will even do greater than these, for I am going to the Father. Everything you ask in my name, I will do, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. And everything you ask in calling upon my Name, I will do.” 

Commentary

Today’s reading is the same as on May 3. Those iconic sayings are here again to be looked at and dwelt upon. 

Towards the end of the reading we see the words, “Everything you ask in my name I will do.” “In my name” means “in my presence.” There are many things we could never ask for in the presence of Jesus; the words would die on our lips. Ultimately all our searching and seeking is a searching for God. Julian of Norwich, the 14th-century English mystic, wrote, “Seeking with faith, hope and love pleases our Lord and finding him pleases the soul, filling it full of joy. And so I learnt that as long as God allows us to struggle on this earth, seeking is as good as seeing. It is God’s will for us to go on seeking until we see him, for it is because of this that he will show himself to us in his special grace, when he so wills.” 

“Seeking with faith, hope and love.” It is impressive to see faith used as an instrument of seeking, rather than as an object possessed. 

Sunday, May 9, 2004

5th Sunday of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 14:21-27
After proclaiming the gospel in that town and making many disciples, they returned to Lystra and Iconium and on to Antioch. They were strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain firm in the faith, for they said, “We must go through many trials to enter the Kingdom of God.” In each church they appointed elders and, after praying and fasting, they commended them to the Lord in whom they had placed their faith.

Then they traveled through Pisi​dia, and came to Pamphylia. They preached the Word in Perga and went down to Attalia. From there they sailed back to Antioch, where they had first been commended to God’s grace for the task they had now completed.

On their arrival they gathered the Church together and told them all that God had done through them and how he had opened the door of faith to the non-Jews. 

2nd Reading: Rev 21:1-5
 I, John, saw a new heaven and a new earth. The first heaven and the first earth had passed away and no longer was there any sea. I saw the new Jerusalem, the holy city coming down from God, out of heaven, adorned as a bride prepared for her husband. A loud voice came from the throne, “Here is the dwelling of God among mortals: He will pitch his tent among them and they will be his peo​ple; God will be with them and wipe every tear from their eyes. There shall be no more death or mourning, crying out or pain, for the world that was has passed away.”

The One seated on the throne said, “See, I make all things new.” And then he said to me “Write these words because they are sure and true.” 

Gospel: Jn 13:31-35

When Judas had gone out, Jesus said, “Now is the Son of Man glorified and God is glorified in him. God will glorify him, and he will glorify him very soon.

“My children, I am with you for only a little while; you will look for me, but, as I already told the Jews, so now I tell you: where I am going you cannot come. Now I give you a new commandment: love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

Commentary

 “I give you a new commandment: love one another.” You can be commanded to obey, to behave this way or that, but how can you be commanded to love? External behavior is subject to external rules, but how can the inner movement of our spirit be commanded? Can you be commanded to remember, or to forget, to think, to feel? How can you be commanded to love? 

Meister Eckhart provided a key insight into this puzzling verse in the gospel. The command to love, he said, is not an external command but an inner one; it is an inner drive and urgency of our being. In “commanding” us to love, Jesus is telling us to look, to see our true nature and to follow it. It is like the inner urgency to eat when you are hungry, to drink when you are thirsty. “When I am thirsty, the drink commands me; when I am hungry, the food commands me. And God does the same. He commands me to such sweetness that the whole world cannot equal. And if a person has once tasted this sweetness, then indeed he can no more turn away with his love from goodness and from God, than God can turn away from His Godhead.”

Monday, May 10, 2004

5th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 14:5-18

Gospel: Jn 14:21-26
Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever keeps my commandments is the one who loves me. If he loves me, he will also be loved by my Father; I too shall love him and show myself clearly to him.”

Judas—not the Iscariot—asked ​Jesus, “Lord, how can it be that you will show yourself clearly to us and not to the world?” Jesus answered him, “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word and my Father will love him; and we will come to him and make a room in his home. But if anyone does not love me, he will not keep my words, and these words that you hear are not mine but the Father’s who sent me.

“I told you all this while I was still with you. From now on the Helper, the Holy Spirit whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and remind you of all that I have told you.”

Commentary

I once remarked idly to someone who was telling me the troubles of her heart, “Love is blind.” “No!” she said sharply, “No! Love is not blind. Lovers are blind. If you say love is blind, you are saying that God is blind.” It was a good lesson. Love is a kind of deeper seeing. Perhaps that’s why it looks like blindness to us who see only the surface. “If anyone loves me,” Jesus said, “I shall show myself clearly to them.” And if anyone just thinks about me (we could add) they may pass exams in theology but they will not know me at all. Ordinary seeing and understanding are the view from the outside. Love is the view from the inside. It is less well able to compare and to see limits; it is less canny, less “political”. For that reason it is sometimes imprudent and even mad. The madness of love is a major theme in every literature. 

The power of love came into me

He said, ‘You’re not mad enough.

You don’t belong in this house.’ (Rumi)

But it is a divine madness, deeper and larger-souled than all our reasoning. St. Catherine of Siena imagined God to be mad. “You are madly in love with the beauty of your creatures.” (If love is mad, God is mad!)

Tuesday, May 11, 2004

5th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 14:19-28

Gospel: Jn 14:27-31
Jesus said to his disciples, “Peace be with you; I give you my peace. Not as the world gives peace do I give it to you. Do not be troubled; do not be afraid. You heard me say: ‘I am go​ing away, but I am coming to you.’ If you loved me, you would be glad that I go to the Father, for the Father is greater than I. 

“I have told you this now before it takes place, so that when it does happen you may believe. It is very little what I may still tell you, for the prince of this world is at hand, although there is nothing in me that he can claim. But see, the world must know that I love the Father and that I do what the Father has taught me to do. Come now, let us go.” 

Commentary

An elderly German once asked me how we say “Grüss Gott!” in English. “We say, ‘Hello!’” I said. She looked at me in disbelief. “That is not a greeting!” she said. “That is something one says into a microphone to see if it is working!” God has to be in our greetings, she said; otherwise they are nothing but empty words. 

The Jews of old (and still today) say, “Shalom!”, which means, “Peace!” This fine greeting too can become rather superficial unless we see some depth of God in it. It was not just a vague wish for the other person, “Don’t worry, be happy!” It was a prayer for full harmony with God—for salvation. Here is the original text in which Jews were told to greet and bless one another with “Peace”: “Thus you shall bless the Israelites: You shall say to them, ‘The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace” (Num 6:22-26). This is a wonderful blessing, worth learning by heart, and using bravely on special occasions (instead of “Good luck!”). It is a prayer for “the peace that the world cannot give.” 

Wednesday, May 12, 2004

5th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 15:1-6

Gospel: Jn 15:1-8

Jesus said to his disciples, “I am the true vine and my Father is the vine​grower. If any of my branches doesn’t bear fruit, he breaks it off; and he prunes every branch that does bear fruit, that it may bear even more fruit.
“You are already made clean by the word I have spoken to you; live in me as I live in you. The branch cannot bear fruit by itself but has to remain part of the vine; so neither can you if you don’t remain in me. 
“I am the vine and you are the branches. As long as you remain in me and I in you, you bear much fruit; but apart from me you can do nothing. Whoever does not remain in me is thrown away as they do with branches and they wither. Then they are gathered and thrown into the fire and burned. 

“If you remain in me and my words in you, you may ask whatever you want and it will be given to you. My Father is glorified when you bear much fruit: it is then that you become my disciples.”

Commentary

Does society exist for the benefit of its members, as Herbert Spencer believed, or the members for the benefit of society? If you say the first, you seem to be setting the stage for complete individualism; but if you say the second are you not sponsoring fascism? So which is it going to be? 

We spontaneously assume that questions are perfectly clear and correctly put, and that only answers can be true or false. (This assumption may have something to do with early schooling.) But there can be false questions, and the question above is surely false. It is like asking whether your head is for the benefit of your body, or your body for the benefit of your head. In a living organism everything is for the benefit of everything else. The question assumes a false opposition. 

St. Paul said Jesus is the head of his body, the Church; he is the head, we the bodily members (see Col 1:18). We cannot be divided from the head and retain any life at all. Nor can a member separated from the body remain alive. A living body is an organism, not a collection of parts. We have to be careful about the images we use to describe the Church. False separations creep in subtly. The image in today’s reading is even more striking than Paul’s: a vine and its branches. Unlike a tree, where you can distinguish clearly between trunk and branches, the vine is just all branches! “I am the vine and you are the branches”: the vine is the branches! 

Thursday, May 13, 2004

5th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 15:7-21

Gospel: Jn 15:9-11
Jesus said to his disciples, “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; remain in my love. You will remain in my love if you keep my commandments, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and remain in his love.

“I have told you all this, that my own joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.”

Commentary

What does love have to do with commandments? These two words feel and look like opponents. And for good measure there’s the word “if” in the middle! “You will remain in my love if you keep my commandments.” 

It calls for a fresh look. If someone is showing you how to do something—how to drive a car, for example—he or she might say, “Follow these instructions now and you won’t go off the road, you will stay on course.” We don’t feel that this must be a bossy person: he or she is simply showing you how something is done. Likewise Jesus in this passage (and everywhere else) is showing us how to love. But the faith has mostly been presented to us in an authoritarian way, and it is hard to free it of that coloring; a stench of death continues to hang over many words. 

Even in the Old Testament, the ten commandments (in their original setting) were presented as ways of remaining free! “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; therefore you shall have no other gods before me” and so on to the other nine commandments (Ex 20:2,3). 

If someone gets the wrong idea, we call that misinterpretation. But there is another kind: it is when someone gets the wrong feeling. This often happens, even between friends; and it is much more serious than the other, because it is harder to sort out. When it comes to our religion we have to be alert to this. It should be a major part of a theologian’s work. We have to make a sustained effort to salvage the Scriptures and our faith from heretical feelings!

Friday, May 14, 2004

St. Matthias, Apostle

1st Reading: Acts 1:15-17, 20-26

Gospel: Jn 15:9-17
Jesus said to his disciples, “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; remain in my love. You will remain in my love if you keep my commandments, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and remain in his love.

“I have told you all this, that my own joy may be in you and your joy may be complete. This is my commandment: love one another as I have loved you. There is no greater love than this, to give one’s life for one’s friends; and you are my friends if you do what I command you.

“I shall not call you servants any more, be​cause servants do not know what their mas​ter is about. Instead I have called you friends, since I have made known to you everything I learned from my Father. 

“You did not choose me; it was I who chose you and sent you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last. And everything you ask the Father in my name, he will give you.

“This is my command, that you love one another.”

Commentary

Today’s reading is about the same as yesterday’s. Let’s take a different part of it. “The servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father.” This is another of those texts that you just have to come back to and stay with. There is little you can say by way of commentary. If there is anything to be said, let Meister Eckhart say it:

“God needs our friendship so much that He cannot wait for us to pray to Him: He approaches us and begs us to be His friends…. So much should your love be one, for love does not wish to be anywhere but where there is likeness and oneness. Where there is a master and servant there is no peace, for there is no likeness. A woman and a man are unlike, but in love they are alike. And so scripture rightly says that God took woman from the man’s rib and side and not from the head or from the feet.”

Saturday, May 15, 2004

5th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 16:1-10

Gospel: Jn 15:18-21
Jesus said to his disciples, “If the world hates you, remember that the world hated me before you. This would not be so if you belonged to the world, because the world loves its own. But you are not of the world since I have chosen you from the world; because of this the world hates you.

“Remember what I told you: the servant is not greater than his master; if they persecuted me, they will persecute you, too. If they kept my word, they keep yours as well. All this they will do to you for the sake of my name because they do not know the One who sent me.” 

Commentary

 “The world loves its own.” By “world”, John does not mean those beautiful mountains, this sparkling stream, these trees. He meant something like the “idols” named by Francis Bacon, or what we might call the corporate ego. To be sure it loves its own; that is its nature. Or rather that is our nature. Or again, it has become our nature, but it is not our true nature. Our true nature lies buried beneath great piles of rubbish that we are sometimes painfully aware of, but also sometimes comfortably reconciled to. 

Are we therefore monsters, “hating” Jesus and his disciples? When was the last time you met someone who hated Jesus? Scholars tell us that in the idiom of Aramaic (Jesus’ language) there are no “in-between” expressions. In English if you don’t love someone you might be said to care just a little about them or to be indifferent to them or to dislike them; but in Aramaic you “hate” them. This doesn’t mean that the people of that language group actually hated everyone they didn’t love. That is just the way their language worked: if something wasn’t first it was said to be last, if something wasn’t loved it was said to be “hated.” So then, to “hate” Jesus is to love him less than something else. 

“The world loves its own” means “the world puts itself first.” That’s the nature of the ego, whether individual or collective. In the language of the Scriptures we say it is only “grace” that can lift us beyond that position. In other words, the leverage has to come from beyond: grace means “gift.”

Sunday, May 16, 2004

6th Sunday of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 15:1-2, 22-29
Some persons who had come from Judea to Antioch were teaching the brothers in this way, “Unless you are circumcised according to the law of Moses, you cannot be saved.”

Because of this there was trouble, and Paul and Barnabas had fierce arguments with them. For Paul told the people to remain as they were when they became believers. Finally those who had come from Jerusalem suggested that Paul and Barnabas and some others go up to Jerusalem to discuss the matter with the apostles and elders.

Then the apostles and elders together with the whole Church decided to choose representatives from among them to send to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. These were Judas, known as Barsabbas, and Silas, both leading men among the brothers. They took with them the following letter:

Greetings from the apostles and elders, your brothers, to the believers of non-Jewish birth in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia. We have heard that some persons from among us have worried you with their discussions and troubled your peace of mind. They were not ap​pointed by us. But now, it has seemed right to us in an assembly, to choose representatives and to send them to you, along with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, who have dedicated their lives to the service of our Lord Jesus Christ. We send you then Judas and Silas who themselves will give you these instructions by word of mouth.

We, with the Holy Spirit, have decided not to put any other burden on you except what is necessary: You are to abstain from blood from the meat of strangled animals and from prohibited marriages. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do well. Farewell.” 

2nd Reading: Rev 21:10-14, 22-23
The angel took me up in a spiritual vision to a very high moun​tain and he showed me the holy city of Jeru​salem, coming down out of heaven from God. It shines with the glory of God, like a precious jewel with the color of crystal-clear jasper.

Its wall, large and high, has twelve gates; stationed at them are twelve angels. Over the gates are written the names of the twelve tribes of the sons of Israel. Three gates face the east; three gates face the north; three gates face the south and three face the west. The city wall stands on twelve foundation stones on which are written the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb.

I saw no temple in the city for the Lord God, Master of the universe, and the Lamb are themselves its temple. The city has no need of the light of the sun or the moon, since God’s Glory is its light and the Lamb is its lamp. 

Gospel: Jn 14:23-29

Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word and my Father will love him; and we will come to him and make a room in his home. But if anyone does not love me, he will not keep my words, and these words that you hear are not mine but the Father’s who sent me.

“I told you all this while I was still with you. From now on the Helper, the Holy Spirit whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and remind you of all that I have told you.

“Peace be with you; I give you my peace. Not as the world gives peace do I give it to you. Do not be troubled; do not be afraid. You heard me say: ‘I am go​ing away, but I am coming to you.’ If you loved me, you would be glad that I go to the Father, for the Father is greater than I. 

“I have told you this now before it takes place, so that when it does happen you may believe.” 

Commentary

An early Christian writer said that the Word became flesh “so that God should become accustomed to living in us, and that we should become accustomed to living in God.” For the next several days the readings make reference to the Holy Spirit, the promised Helper or Comforter. This is because in two weeks’ time there will be the great feast of Pentecost. The Spirit will come not just for a visit but to remain with us: to become ordinary. 

What kind of comfort can we expect from the Comforter? Look more closely at the word “comfort”. Modern usage has weakened its meaning to softness and gentle touches; in fact it has come to mean just about the opposite of its real meaning. The word comes from the Latin confortare, which means “to strengthen”; fortis means “strong”. Comfort therefore means strength! The Holy Spirit will make us robust. 

And what kind of peace can we expect? “I give you my peace. Not as the world gives peace do I give it to you.” Not the ego’s peace, which is like the peace after a good meal, or after some private victory. He promises his peace. 

The readings these times are like Spring cleaning. 

Monday, May 17, 2004

6th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 16:11-15

Gospel: Jn 15:26––16:4
Jesus said to his disciples, “From the Father, I will send you the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father. When this Helper comes, he will testify about me. And you, too, will be my witness for you have been with me from the beginning.

“I tell you all this to keep you from stumbling and falling away. They will put you out of the Jewish communities. Still more, the hour is coming when anyone who kills you will claim to be serving God; they will do this because they have not known the Father or me. I tell you all these things now so that when the time comes you may remember that I told you. 

“I did not tell you about this in the beginning because I was with you.”

Commentary

C.H. Spurgeon wrote, “This age is peculiarly the dispensation of the Holy Spirit, in which Jesus cheers us by the indwelling and constant abiding of the Holy Ghost, who is evermore the Comforter of the Church. It is His office to console the hearts of God’s people. He convinces of sin; He illuminates and instructs; but still the main part of His work lies in making glad the hearts of the renewed, in confirming the weak, and lifting up all those that be bowed down. He does this by revealing Jesus to them.

The Holy Spirit consoles, but Christ is the consolation. If we may use the figure, the Holy Spirit is the Physician, but Jesus is the medicine. The Spirit heals the wound, but it is by applying the holy ointment of Christ’s name and grace. If the one be the Comforter, the other is the Comfort. Now, with such rich provision for his need, why should the Christian be sad and desponding? The Holy Spirit has graciously engaged to be thy Comforter: dost thou imagine, O thou weak and trembling believer, that He will be negligent of His sacred trust? Canst thou suppose that He has undertaken what He cannot or will not perform? If it be His especial work to strengthen thee, and to comfort thee, dost thou suppose He has forgotten His business, or that He will fail in the loving office which He sustains towards thee? Nay, think not so hardly of the tender and blessed Spirit whose name is ‘the Comforter.’ He delights to give the oil of joy for mourning, and the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness. Trust thou in Him, and He will surely comfort thee till the house of mourning is closed for ever, and the marriage feast has begun.”

Tuesday, May 18, 2004

6th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 16:22-34

Gospel: Jn 16:5-11
Jesus said to his discipkes, “But now I am going to the One who sent me and none of you asks me where I am going; instead you are overcome with grief because of what I have said.

“Indeed believe me: It is better for you that I go away, because as long as I do not leave, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go away, it is to send him to you, and when he comes, he will vindicate the truth in face of the world with regard to sin, to the way of righteousness, and to the Judgment. 
“What has been the sin? They did not believe in me. What is the way of righteousness? I am on the way to the Father, meanwhile you will not see me. What is Judgment? The Prince of this world has himself been condemned.” 

Commentary

 “If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him!” said a zen master. Traditionally they say the most outrageous things in order to shock people into a deeper understanding. You mustn’t make an object of the Buddha, he seems to say; you mustn’t see him as being “over there”—because then where are you? Instead of saluting the Buddha “over there,” you are to become what the Buddha is. In other words, the Buddha must become subjective to you. Otherwise, he is just one more object out there in the world. 

“It is better for you that I go away,” said Jesus. This is shocking, like the Buddhist saying. We are used to the idea of Jesus being killed, but what do we say when he himself freely decides to leave us? 

“Unless I go,” he explained, “the Paraclete cannot come.” In John’s gospel the “Paraclete” (translated variously as Comforter, Helper, Advocate) is the continued presence of Jesus. He is Jesus interiorized in us through the Holy Spirit, “who searches everything, even the depths of God” (1Cor 2:10). “We have the mind of Christ,” said Paul, in the same place (2:16). He did not say, “We have the same ideas”, but “we have the mind of Christ.” In other words, Jesus withdraws his visible presence in order to be more intimately present. He is the mind through which we look at the world and at the Father; he becomes “subjective” in us (to use that much maligned word). In Palestine he was present only in one place at a time, and to a few people, and just for a few years. Now in the Spirit, he is present in all places and to all people and at all times. 

Wednesday, May 19, 2004

6th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 17:15, 22—18:1

Gospel: Jn 16:12-15
 Jesus said to his disciples, “I still have many things to tell you, but you cannot bear them now. When he, the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into the whole truth. 

‘He has nothing to say of himself but he will speak of what he hears, and he will tell you of the things to come. He will take what is mine and make it known to you; in doing this, he will glorify me. All that the Father has is mine; because of this I have just told you, that the Spirit will take what is mine and make it known to you.” 

Commentary

“He will take what is mine and make it known to you.” “He will remind you of all that I have told you” (Jn 14:26). These verses suggest that we can know something and yet not know it at all. At one level, those disciples knew Jesus well, but at another level they hardly knew him at all. Even after the Resurrection, some of them (the two on the road to Emmaus) still imagined him a political messiah. It is possible to know a great deal of theology and yet not to know Jesus or God at all. It can become just an abstract study. The Germans make a useful distinction between a “Lehremeister” (a professor) and a “Lebemeister” (one who shows you how to live). One of the ancient Desert Fathers said, “Don’t judge yourself; but live with someone who knows how to live.” The Holy Spirit makes us capable of interiorizing what Jesus made visible to us. “The Holy Spirit has two workings in us,” wrote Johann Tauler. “The first is that He empties. The other is that He fills the emptiness, as far and as much as He finds emptiness to fill.” 

Thursday, May 20, 2004

6th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 18:1-8

Gospel: Jn 16:16-20
Jesus said to his disciples, “A little while and you will see me no more; and then a little while, and you will see me.”

Some of the disciples wondered, “What does he mean by: ‘A little while and you will not see me, and then a little while and you will see me’? And why did he say: ‘I go to the Father’?” And they said to one another, “What does he mean by ‘a little while’? We don’t understand.”

Jesus knew that they wanted to question him; so he said to them, “You are puzzled be​cause I told you that in a little while you will see me no more, and then a little while later you will see me. 

Truly, I say to you, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn to joy.” 

Commentary

 “We don’t understand!” That is real progress. Teachers know that the greatest obstacle to understanding is not ignorance but misunderstanding. A deep admission of ignorance is a wonderful and rather rare thing. There is something pure and innocent about it. It is the real foundation of learning. The kind of knowledge that becomes a “possession” is an obstacle. In moments of clarity we glimpse a humbling truth: that much of our knowledge is a protective layer for the ego. 

This view is more respectable than it sounds! Socrates (5th century B.C.) was told by the Delphic oracle that he was the wisest man in Athens. How could that be, he objected, since he knew that he knew nothing. It is because you know it, replied the oracle, that you are the wisest man! Moving forward many centuries: the author of The Cloud of Unknowing (a 14th-century classic of Christian mysticism), wrote, “How am I to think of God, and what is God? I cannot answer you except to say ‘I do not know!’” And one more instance (there are hundreds of good ones): one of the most learned of Renaissance scholars, Nicholas of Cusa, in De Docta Ignorantia (1440; “On Learned Ignorance”) described the learned person as one who is aware of his own ignorance. 

Pray God that we may be always lacking in that kind of knowledge that closes the mind and shields the ego (or becomes one of its weapons). 

Friday, May 21, 2004

6th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 18:9-18

Gospel: Jn 16:20-23
Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly, I say to you, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn to joy. A woman in childbirth is in distress because her time is at hand. But after the child is born, she no longer remembers her suffering because of such great joy: a human being is born into the world. 
You feel sorrowful now, but I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice. And no one will take your joy from you. When that day comes you will not ask me anything. Truly, I say to you, whatever you ask the Father in my Name, he will give you.” 

Commentary

“Your sorrow will turn to joy.” He did not say “Your sorrow will be replaced by joy.” The joy will somehow be born out of the heart of the sorrow. Then it will be able to endure; it will not see sorrow as a threat and an enemy. It will not be at the mercy of sorrowful circumstances. Sorrow itself will give birth to a strange deep kind of joy. An enlightened woman was weeping at the death of her daughter. Someone expressed surprise that such a person would weep. “Every tear is a jewel,” she replied. Her sorrow was real sorrow, but it did not lead her into desolation, as it does the rest of us, but into greater depth. 

Jesus did not turn back from death; he went through the heart of it, and it was transformed into resurrection. “Your Son the royal path of suffering trod,” says the hymn. Our faith does not hold us back from life or life’s sorrows, but it enables them to be a royal path to God. 

Saturday, May 22, 2004

6th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 18:23-28

Gospel: Jn 16:23-28
Jesus said to his disciples, “When that day comes you will not ask me anything. Truly, I say to you, whatever you ask the Father in my Name, he will give you. So far you have not asked in my Name; ask and receive that your joy may be full.

“I taught you all this in veiled language, but the time is coming when I shall no longer speak in veiled language, but will tell you plainly of the Father.

“When that day comes, you will ask in my Name and it will not be for me to ask the Father for you, for the Father himself loves you because you have loved me and you believe that I came from the Father. As I came from the Father and have come into the world, so I am leaving the world and going to the Father.” 

Commentary

 “Ask and receive, that your joy may be full.” He did not say, “Work and earn,” because while that may bring satisfaction, it is not really the recipe for joy. Joy has to come from beyond, but satisfaction we can cook up ourselves. C.S. Lewis titled a book Surprised by Joy. Joy comes as a surprise, not as something due. 

There is all the difference in the world between giving/receiving and buying/selling. We sometimes catch ourselves trying to buy our way with God: promising prayers and good works and pilgrimages, on condition that God will consent to give us something we want. Meister Eckhart called this “trading with God—merchandising.” We are not changed by it: we are conducting business rather than relating to God in a personal way. In fact there is really only one person involved: oneself. Giving and receiving, on the other hand, involve us in a personal way: there is a giver and a receiver; and things like generosity and gratitude have a place. At the end of it we are changed, made more human somehow. And the more human we are, the greater our capacity for joy. Moreover we are not promised a small portion, “ask and receive, that your joy may be full.”
Sunday, May 23, 2004

Ascension Sunday

1st Reading: Acts 1:1-11
In the first part of my work, Theo​philus, I wrote of all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning until the day when he ascended to heaven.

But first he had instructed through the Holy Spirit the apostles he had chosen. After his passion, he presented himself to them, giving many signs that he was alive; over a period of forty days he appeared to them and taught them concerning the kingdom of God. Once when he had been eating with them, he told them, “Do not leave Jerusalem but wait for the fulfillment of the Father’s promise about which I have spoken to you: John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit within a few days.”

When they had come together, they asked him, “Is it now that you will restore the Kingdom of Israel?” And he answered, “It is not for you to know the time and the steps that the Father has fixed by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, even to the ends of the earth.”

After Jesus said this, he was taken up before their eyes and a cloud hid him from their sight. While they were still looking up to heaven where he went, suddenly, two men dressed in white stood beside them and said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand here looking up at the sky? This Jesus who has been taken from you into heaven, will return in the same way as you have seen him go there.” 

2nd Reading: Heb 9:24-28; 10:19-23
Christ did not enter some sanctuary made by hands, a copy of the true one, but heaven itself. He is now in the presence of God on our behalf. He had not to offer himself many times, as the High Priest does: he who may return every year, because the blood is not his own. Otherwise he would have suffered many times from the creation of the world. But no; he manifested himself only now at the end of the ages, to take away sin by sac​rifice, and, as humans die only once and afterwards are judged, in the same way Christ sacrificed himself once to take away the sins of the multitude. There will be no further question of sin when he comes again to save those waiting for him.

So, my friends, we are assured of entering the Sanctuary by the blood of Jesus who opened for us this new and living way passing through the curtain, that is, his body. Because we have a high priest in charge of the House of God, let us approach with a sincere heart, with full faith, interiorly cleansed from a bad conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 
Let us hold fast to our hope with​out wavering, because he who promised is faithful. 

Gospel: Lk 24:46-53

Jesus said to the eleven, “You see what was written: the Messiah had to suffer and on the third day rise from the dead. Then repentance and forgiveness in his name would be proclaimed to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem. Now you shall be witnesses to this. And this is why I will send you what my Father promised. So remain in the city until you are invested with power from above.”

Jesus led them almost as far as Bethany; then he lifted up his hands and blessed them. And as he blessed them, he withdrew (and was taken to heaven. They worshiped him). They returned to Jeru​salem full of joy and were continually in the Temple praising God. 

Commentary

 “Remain in the city until you are invested with power from above.” In other words, learn patience, learn how to wait; and unlearn the tendency to leap in, feet first. There is an urgency about the Gospel, but it is the part of wisdom to wait till the right time. Nowadays it’s hard to wait. There are sects in which the “Elders” are not necessarily out of their teens! The Gospel is badly served by someone who is just restless or ambitious, or merely brainless. When there is no wisdom there are only advertising techniques.

Within oneself too there is a need to learn how to wait and not jump in with ready answers. Julian of Norwich, deeply immersed in a difficult question, wrote, “I decided to stop puzzling over this, and to look to the Lord, and see what he would show me.”

There are two kinds of useless answer: to a question that has not arisen, and to a question that cannot be answered. Religious people, unfortunately, are ever ready with both kinds of answer. We pray today that the Holy Spirit, who so often drives people into very vocal prayer (see the end of today’s reading), may also drive us sometimes, as Jesus was driven, into the desert—the place of silence and solitude. 
Monday, May 24, 2004

7th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 19:1-8

Gospel: Jn 16:29-33
The disciples said to Jesus, “Now you are speaking plainly and not in veiled language! Now we see that you know all things, even be​fore we question you. Because of this we believe that you came from God.”

Jesus answered them, “You say that you be​lieve! The hour is coming, indeed it has come, when you will be scattered, each one to his home, and you will leave me alone. Yet I am not alone, for the Father is with me.

“I have told you all this, so that in me you may have peace. You will have trouble in the world; but, courage! I have overcome the world.” 

Commentary

The great threat for the Jews of old was that they would be scattered. “The Lord will scatter you among the peoples” (Dt 4:25), “I saw Israel scattered on the mountains like sheep without a shepherd” (1K 22:17), “On the impulse of the moment I forsook you, but with tender affection I will bring you home again” (Is 54:7), “The One who scattered Israel will gather them again” (Jer 31:10). 

The New Testament reverses this. To be scattered is not a danger now but a challenge received with joy. “You will bear witness for me in Jerusalem… and away to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8), “As for those who had been scattered, they went through the country proclaiming the word” (Acts 8:4). Peter wrote to “those of God’s scattered people who lodge for a while in Pontus” (1P 1:1). Jesus sent out the disciples two by two, and when he spoke of the Kingdom of God he used metaphors of salt, yeast, seed: things that are useless in a jar, but which come into their own when scattered and lost. 

The time described in today’s reading is a time between two Testaments, two worlds. To be scattered is still a terrifying prospect, but Jesus is preparing them for it. “You will be scattered.… I have told you this so that you may have peace.” Someone described our time as a time of exile between two worlds, “one dead, one powerless to be born.” But our faith tells a positive story, “It is the Spirit that gives life” (Jn 6:63). 

Tuesday, May 25, 2004

7th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 20:17-27

Gospel: Jn 17:1-11
Jesus lifted up his eyes to heaven and said, “Father, the hour has come; give glory to your Son, that the Son may give glory to you. You have given him power over all mortals, and you want him to bring eternal life to all you have entrusted to him. For this is eternal life: to know you, the only true God, and the One you sent, Jesus Christ.

“I have glorified you on earth and finished the work that you gave me to do. Now, Father, give me in your presence the same Glory I had with you before the world began.

“I have made your name known to those you gave me from the world. They were yours and you gave them to me, and they kept your word. And now they know that all you have given me comes indeed from you. I have given them the teaching I received from you, and they received it and know in truth that I came from you; and they believe that you have sent me.

“I pray for them; I do not pray for the world but for those who belong to you and whom you have given to me—indeed all I have is yours and all you have is mine—and now they are my glory. I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world whereas I am going to you. Holy Father, keep them in your Name (that you have given me,) so that they may be one, just as we are.” 

Commentary

Meister Eckhart comments on this, “It has been written that whenever our Lord raised up his eyes, he wished to perform a great work…. Thus he instructs us that when we would pray, we should first descend in true downcast humility beneath all creatures. Only then should we ascend before the throne of wisdom, and as far as we have descended, so far shall we be granted what we have prayed for

‘He raised his eyes up from below’, from the true ground of profoundest humility. Just as the power of heaven never works so effectively, or in any element, as in the ground of earth, although it is the lowest (for here it has the greatest opportunity to work), so too God works most in a humble heart, for He has the greatest opportunity to work therein, and finds His like most therein. He thus teaches us to enter into the ground of true humility and true nakedness.”

John loved to play on the paradox of “raised up”: Jesus would be lifted up in shame on the cross, but that lifting up in shame is also a lifting up in glory. Here, Eckhart uses it in another and a more general way. As he said, “The way down is the way up.” It is a lesson that we all have to learn again and again.

Wednesday, May 26, 2004

7th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 20:28-38

Gospel: Jn 17:11-19
Jesus looked up to heaven and prayed, “I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world whereas I am going to you. Holy Father, keep them in your Name (that you have given me,) so that they may be one, just as we are.

“When I was with them, I kept them safe in your Name, and not one was lost except the one who was already lost, and in this the Scripture was fulfilled. But now I am coming to you and I leave these my words in the world that my joy may be complete in them.

“I have given them your word and the world has hated them because they are not of the world; just as I am not of the world. I do not ask you to remove them from the world but to keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world; consecrate them in the truth—your word is truth.

“I have sent them into the world as you sent me into the world, and for their sake, I go to the sacrifice by which I am consecrated, so that they too may be consecrated in truth.” 

Commentary

 “Many believed in his name” (Jn 2:23); “They have not believed in the name…” (Jn 3:18). These are common expressions in the gospel. In today’s reading, “Keep them in your name,” and “I kept them safe in your name.” 

What is there to believe in a name? A name is only a word. Is our faith just a belief in a set of words? Haven’t we too often seen frenzied mobs, claiming to be defenders of their faith, “crying the catch-cries of the clown?” What are we defending when we defend our faith? Words? Could someone die for a few words? 

St. Thomas Aquinas said, “The act of faith is not directed to the formulation but to the reality.” We don’t believe in the Creed, we believe in God. 

In the language of the Scriptures, the name is equivalent to the person, or the presence of the person (see May 8). The Jewish practice of calling God “The Name” appears to have been imitated in early Christian references to Jesus. “They rejoiced that they were considered worthy to suffer dishonor for the sake of the Name” (Acts 5:41). 

In today’s reading then, Jesus is saying, “I kept them safe in your Presence… Holy Father, keep them in your Presence.”

Thursday, May 27, 2004

7th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 22:30; 23:6-11

Gospel: Jn 17:20-26
Jesus said, “I pray not only for these but also for those who through their word will believe in me. May they all be one as you Father are in me and I am in you. May they be one in us; so the world may believe that you have sent me.

“I have given them the Glory you have given me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. Thus they shall reach perfection in unity and the world shall know that you have sent me and that I have loved them just as you loved me.

“Father, since you have given them to me, I want them to be with me where I am and see the Glory you gave me, for you loved me before the foundation of the world. 
“Righteous Father, the world has not known you but I have known you, and these have known that you have sent me. As I revealed your Name to them, so will I continue to reveal it, so that the love with which you loved me may be in them and I also may be in them.”

Commentary

Charles Spurgeon had the gift of extreme eloquence, and it is good to listen to a little of it now and then: he stands in vivid contrast to our modern style, if we have one (and he gives you a rest from me!); so let’s bathe in his torrents for a moment: 

“If such be the union which subsists between our souls and the person of our Lord, how deep and broad is the channel of our communion! This is no narrow pipe through which a thread-like stream may wind its way, it is a channel of amazing depth and breadth, along whose glorious length a ponderous volume of living water may roll its floods. Behold He has set before us an open door, let us not be slow to enter…. If there were but one small loophole through which to talk with Jesus, it would be a high privilege to thrust a word of fellowship through the narrow door; how much we are blessed in having so large an entrance! Had the Lord Jesus been far away from us, with many a stormy sea between, we should have longed to send a messenger to Him to carry Him our love, and bring us tidings from His Father’s house; but see His kindness, He has built His house next door to ours, nay, more, He takes lodging with us, and tabernacles in poor humble hearts, that so He may have perpetual conversation with us.

Friday, May 28, 2004

7th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 25:13-21

Gospel: Jn 21:15-19
After Jesus and his disciples had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Si​mon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” And Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 
A second time Jesus said to him, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” And Peter answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Look after my sheep.” And a third time he said to him, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?”

Peter was saddened because Jesus asked him a third time, “Do you love me?” and he said, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.”

Jesus then said, “Feed my sheep. Truly, I say to you, when you were young you put on your belt and walked where you liked. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands and another will put a belt around you and lead you where you do not wish to go.”

Jesus said this to make known the kind of death by which Peter was to glorify God. And he added, “Follow me.” 

Commentary

Peter was not able to rise to heroic love, agapè, on that occasion (see April 25). But he understood friendship. Friendship is the best rehearsal for agapè. It is a deep mystery in itself. “I have called you friends,” Jesus said (Jn 15:15). 

Goethe once said that when our friends are with us we don’t think the same of them as when they are absent. This, he said, is because “absent friends are yourself, and they exist only in your head; whereas the friends who are present have individualities of their own.” This is a sharp insight into the brittleness of friendship: it can be infiltrated and even swallowed up by the ego. I may love my friends only so long as they love me and agree with me and support my self-image. “No medicine is more valuable than a friend,” said St. Aelred of Rievaulx. But what if my friend makes a diagnosis that doesn’t flatter me? 

Perhaps it comes to this: I must be aware how subtly and quickly the ego begins to deny the independent existence of the other person, turning him or her into a function of myself. I must realize: it is the other person’s difference from me that will teach me and challenge me and drive me out of my ego-trance. But at that point, friendship is already becoming agapè. 

Saturday, May 29, 2004

7th Week of Easter

1st Reading: Acts 28:16-20, 30-31

Gospel: Jn 21:20-25
Peter looked back and saw that the disciple Jesus loved was follow​ing as well, the one who had reclined close to Jesus at the supper and had asked him, “Lord, who is to betray you?” On seeing him Peter asked Jesus, “Lord, what about him?” Jesus answered, “If I want him to remain until I come, does that con​cern you? Follow me.” 

Because of this the rumor spread in the community that this disciple would not die. Yet Jesus had not said to Peter, “He will not die,” but “sup​pose I want him to remain until I come.”

It is this disciple who testifies about the things he has recorded here and we know that his testimony is true. But Jesus did many other things; if all were written down, the world itself would not hold the books recording them. 

Commentary

Rumor, gossip, tittle-tattle, tell-tale, hearsay, prattle…. The very number and expressiveness of the words show how much we live with it! Even in the presence of the Risen Lord the disciples were marking one another’s cards. There’s a gossipy atmosphere about today’s reading. 

There are things we don’t need to know. Listen to this story about Anthony of the Desert (4th century), “When Abba Anthony thought about the depth of the judgments of God, he asked, ‘Lord, how is it that some people die when they are young, while others drag on to extreme old age? Why are there those who are poor and those who are rich? Why do wicked people prosper and why are the just in need?’ He heard a voice answering him, ‘Anthony, keep your attention on yourself; these things are according to the judgment of God, and it is not to your advantage to know anything about them.’” 

Julian of Norwich (14th century) wrote, “In the same Revelation I saw that many things are hidden which we shall never know until God in his goodness has made us fit to see them. And I am quite content to wait for our Lord to reveal his will in this wonderful mystery.” 

Sunday, May 30, 2004

Pentecost Sunday

1st Reading: Acts 2:1-11
When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. And suddenly out of the sky came a sound like a strong rushing wind and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. There appeared tongues as if of fire which parted and came to rest upon each one of them. All were filled with Holy Spirit and began to speak other languages, as the Spirit enabled them to speak.

Staying in Jerusalem were religious Jews from every nation under heaven. When they heard this sound, a crowd gathered, all excited because each heard them speaking in his own language. Full of amaze​ment and wonder, they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Gali​leans? How is it that we hear them in our own native language? Here are Parthians, Medes and Elamites and residents of Mesopo​tamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phry​gia, Pam​phylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cy​rene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and foreigners who accept Jewish beliefs, Cretians and Arabians; and all of us hear them proclaiming in our own language what God, the Savior, does. 

2nd Reading: Rom 8:8-17
So, those walking according to the flesh cannot please God.

Yet your existence is not in the flesh, but in the spirit, because the Spirit of God is within you. If you did not have the Spirit of Christ, you would not belong to him. But Christ is within you; though the body is branded by death as a consequence of sin, the spirit is life and holiness. And if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead is within you, He who raised Jesus Christ from among the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies. Yes, he will do it through his Spirit who dwells within you.

Then, brothers, let us leave the flesh and no longer live according to it. If not, we will die. Rather, walking in the Spirit, let us put to death the body’s deeds so that we may live. 
All those who walk in the Spirit of God are sons and daughters of God. Then, no more fear: you did not receive a spirit of slavery, but the Spirit that makes you sons and daughters and every time we cry, “Abba! (this is Dad!) Father!” the Spirit assures our spirit that we are sons and daughters of God. If we are children, we are heirs, too. Ours will be the inheritance of God and we will share it with Christ; for if we now suffer with him, we will also share Glory with him. 

Gospel: Jn 14:15-16, 23-26

Jesus said to his disciples, “If you love me, you will keep my com​mandments; and I will ask the Fa​ther and he will give you another Helper to be with you forever, Jesus answered him, “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word and my Father will love him; and we will come to him and make a room in his home. But if anyone does not love me, he will not keep my words, and these words that you hear are not mine but the Father’s who sent me.

“I told you all this while I was still with you. From now on the Helper, the Holy Spirit whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and remind you of all that I have told you.”

Commentary

How does God come down? 

Smoke came forth from his nostrils

And scorching fire from his mouth:

Coals were set ablaze by its heat. (Ps 17)

This display of anger was meant for the enemy, certainly, but it is still a frightful image of God. By way of contrast, read these lines by Jessica Powers on today’s feast of Pentecost:

That was the day when Fire came down from heaven,

inaugurating the first spring of love.

Blood melted in the frozen veins, and even

the least bird sang in the mind’s inmost grove.

James and John once asked Jesus to send fire from heaven to burn up the Samaritans, who had offered no hospitality. He told them, more or less, to grow up (Lk 9:55). But a year or two later, fire of a different kind did come down on the Samaritans, at the hands of Peter and John, “The apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John to them. The two went down and prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit.... Peter and John laid their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit” (Acts 8:17). 

Monday, May 31, 2004

Feast of the Visitation

1st Reading: Zep 3:14-18

Gospel: Lk 1:39-56
Mary then set out for a town in the Hills of Judah. She entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leapt in her womb. Elizabeth was filled with holy spirit, and giving a loud cry, said, “You are most blessed among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb! How is it that the mother of my Lord comes to me? The moment your greeting sounded in my ears, the baby within me suddenly leapt for joy. Blessed are you who be​lieved that the Lord’s word would come true!” And Mary said:

“My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, my spirit exults in God my savior!

“He has looked upon his servant in her lowliness, and people forever will call me blessed.

“The Mighty One has done great things for me, Holy is his Name!

“From age to age his mercy extends to those who live in his presence.

“He has acted with power and done wonders, and scattered the proud with their plans.

“He has put down the mighty from their thrones and lifted up those who are downtrodden.

“He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty.

“He held out his hand to Israel, his servant, for he remembered his mercy, 

even as he promised our fathers, Abraham and his descendants forever.”

Mary remained with Elizabeth about three months and then returned home.

Commentary

Does this sound familiar?

My heart exults in the Lord; 

my strength is exalted in my God.

The bows of the mighty are broken, 

but the weak are girded with strength. 

The well-fed must labor for bread, 

but the hungry need work no more. 

The Lord makes poor and makes rich; 

he brings low, he also exalts…. (1S 2:1-10)

It is the Canticle of Hannah, mother of Samuel, and it is the source on which Mary’s Magnificat is based. Mary is shaped, you might say, by the best of the Old Testament.

But she is also a figure looking to the future. She is an image of the new community, the Church. That is a community where the topsy-turvy logic of the Gospel is intended to hold sway: the first is the last, the weak is the strong, the greatest is the least, the poorest is the richest, the lowest is the highest.... “God has put down the mighty from their thrones and exalted the lowly.” But when we look at the Church—at ourselves—sadly, we see that we live mostly by straightforward logic: power and privilege, palaces, badges and titles of honor....

Mary, the greatest revolutionary figure, still has many revolutions to accomplish.
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