[image: image1.jpg]CELEBRATING
THE

W;iRD






Revised by Father Frank X. Reitzel, C.R.
He is semi-retired and living in the priests’ residence at Resurrection College, Waterloo.
SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER
MAY 21, 2017
GATHERING TIME (10-15 minutes)

Introduction to the Word:
ONE: HOLY: CATHOLIC: APOSTOLIC:

Today’s three readings are from New Testament books that we have traditionally associated with St. Luke, St. Peter and St. John. In the First Reading, the very unlikely converts (Samaritans – converts of the deacon, Philip) receive the Holy Spirit and are welcomed FULLY into the Church through the laying on of hands of two of the great leaders of the early Church, Peter and John. It was the sign of Pentecost for these special individuals and the sign of UNITY for the Church.

In the second reading, St. Peter—badly and very evidently seriously scarred, but fully healed—now leads us in the contemplation of holiness to which we are all called by the holiness of Jesus, God and human. We are all called (vocation) by Jesus to bring others to Him [“Be ready to make your defense”]. An exemplary and holy life is the only defence we will need.

The Gospel passage echoes back to Our Lord’s reassuring words that “another Advocate will come, “ the Father’s Holy Spirit, “who will be with you forever”: Holy, Apostolic and Catholic.

It is no accident that the image of fear in the Gospel comes to mind when Jesus announces his impending departure from the company of His Apostles. They had been His close companions for a long time, so He knew their strengths and weaknesses. Their sense of loss and fear surely could be likened to the frightened refugees of our own day. Without Jesus, it is no surprise that the Apostles were overcome with fear, feeling totally abandoned, without help, without hope.

The scripture readings we have been reading after Easter are meant to demonstrate to Jesus’ disciples (and to all who follow Him) how we are to live our lives without the comfort of His physical presence. In today’s readings, for example, John, will show that at first the disciples did not recognize the risen Jesus. Despite His attempts to prepare them in advance, they were not able to accept His death and had no clue as to the meaning of His resurrection. But gradually through His appearances to them, they came to believe in and experience the power of His presence. The readings for today, and for next Sunday, are intended to unveil another dimension of Jesus’ mysterious presence, a unique presence which we have a chance to experience, again, for ourselves in our gathering each week.

Warm up activity: Read the following questions and respond to any of your choice.

1. Do you read the daily or weekly comics? If so, which are your favorites?

2. Do you think it possible to create a positive and happy disposition towards life, or is it more a matter of genes, or chance or luck? Share your thoughts. 

3. Do you think that people whom you generally consider to be happy and fun-loving have to actually work at it, or is the joy more of a character trait or a natural gift?

THE TABLE OF THE WORD
THEME: 
The season of the Spirit
A short story: In the first frame of the cartoon “Hi & Lois,” Hi, the father of the family, is driving his way to work saying to himself, “Another dumb day, going to the same dumb office, to do the same dumb things I have done a thousand dumb times before!” In the second frame, Lois, his wife, is cleaning up the breakfast dishes, saying to herself: “Another dumb day, doing the same dumb cleanup I have done a thousand dumb times before.” In the third frame the children are on the school bus, saying to themselves, “Another dumb day, going to the same dumb school, with the same dumb teacher, working on the same dumb stuff we have worked on a thousand times already!” Then the last frame has the youngest, Trixie, a child of two, her arms stretched to the heavens and facing the sun while shouting “Another day!” In her young life this is not just another dumb day. With her open mind, this is virgin time. This is the gift of time. She is ready to be astonished, ready for God to appear. This is the wonder, the hope and the joy we are entitled to—the joy of the Resurrection. Watch for these “holy moments” each day!  “The exaltation has already taken place; the glory has already been given; the Spirit has already been bestowed on us; we are already living in the new age” (Scripture scholar, Sr. Dianne Bergant, O.S.A., 2001). It is the Spirit that has quickened the resurrected life of Jesus; it is the same Spirit who enlivens us, comforts us, guides us, inspires us; it is the same Spirit who helps us read the signs of the times in ways very differently from the ways of the world. “We may be considered foolish by those who live without hope, but it is the foolishness of the Spirit of God” (ibid).

Leader: We pray that our reflection and dialogue on today’s readings will help us experience some of this hope and joy that is ours by reason of Jesus’ resurrection and His parting gift—the empowering presence of His promised Spirit.

Lord Jesus, you reveal the face of God to us, Lord, have mercy.
Christ Jesus, you promise to abide with us forever, Christ, have mercy.
Lord Jesus, you fill us with your Holy Spirit, Lord, have mercy.
Prayer (together):
Father, may we pray never to neglect your inviting Word.
As we prepare again to hear that Word, and with the promised presence of your Spirit,
help us to respond as worthy servants of your Son,
who lives and reigns with you, and the Holy Spirit, one God, forever. Amen
SCRIPTURE REFLECTION TIME (45 minutes)
(As Christians we believe that the WORD of God we hear proclaimed each Sunday is an empowering Word, and that God is present in the Word proclaimed. This is the Word that God wants us to hear today. The dynamic of the Small Christian Community, namely, reflecting on our life-story within the context of this Word, and sharing the insights of these reflections, is such that God’s Spirit becomes present, and the gifts of the Spirit are experienced as empowering and life-giving. Because it is a privileged time it is incumbent on us in the small group to proclaim God’s Word with due reverence, to be attentive to this proclamation, and respectful of the communal interaction. The facilitator has arranged for group members to proclaim the three readings.)
FIRST READING (St. Luke: Acts 8:5–8, 14–17)

In those days: Philip went down to the city of Samaria and proclaimed the Christ to them. The crowds with one accord listened eagerly to what was said by Philip, hearing and seeing the signs that he did, for unclean spirits, crying with loud shrieks, came out of many who were possessed; and many others who were paralyzed or lame were cured. So there was great joy in that city.

Now when 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; (for as yet the Spirit had not come upon any of them; they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus). Then Peter and John laid their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit.

The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.
SECOND READING (1 Peter 3:15–18)

Beloved: In your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence. Keep your conscience clear; so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in Christ, may be put to shame. For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer for doing evil. For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God. He was put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit.

The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.
GOSPEL (John 14:15–21)

A reading from the holy Gospel according to John: Glory to you, O Lord.
Jesus said to his disciples: “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you. “I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you. In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will live. On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you.

“The one who has my commandments and keeps them is the one who loves me; and the one who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to them.”

The Gospel of the Lord. Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ.
(Allow for a brief quiet time, then allow for 5-7 minutes of reflection and sharing
on a meaningful word or phrase.)

COMMENTARY:
As we read Luke’s account in the first reading, we cannot help but compare the early community’s reaction and response to his narrative as compared with our own typical response to God’s Word. Deacon Philip’s proclamation of the Messiah generated such power that even the very conservative Samaritan community felt a joy described as “fever pitch.” The faith of the Samaritan converts was obviously felt to be engaging and transforming, while their behaviour gave evidence of a growing faith community that felt saved, and felt empowered by the Spirit.

Comparing the experience of the Samaritan community to our own, we must admit that for most of us, for most of the time, we are not living or experiencing life at the level of spontaneity in the Spirit. Rather, like the “Hi and Lois” family (above) we tend to keep doing “the same dumb things” day in and day out, out of touch with the joy and the hope that Jesus won for us. John wants so much for us to experience an enriching faith that is rooted in the resurrection of Jesus—a faith that prompts a spontaneous outburst such as that of Doubting Thomas when he first sees the risen Jesus, “My Lord and my God!” Father Walter Burghardt, S.J. says that this is the kind of joy we must recapture if we want to deepen our spirituality, if we hope for others to be moved and motivated by our personal witness and experience. It is not enough to accept the resurrection merely with our intellect. At some moments we must feel it in the flesh, get goose-pimples on the skin, and erupt with a joy that cannot be contained (cf. Speak the Word with Boldness, 1994).

In the Gospel, Jesus’ farewell address to the apostles at the Last Supper shows again and again that the disciples were all too dependent on the personal presence and intervention of Jesus. They cling to Him, expecting Him to do everything: to protect them from enemies, from doubt and uncertainty and risk. Their faith is like that of children, and their love for Jesus is portrayed as a childish love, consisting of a clinging dependence, even a sense of panic at the thought of Jesus leaving them, as “orphans,” on their own. Jesus’ promise to them is to return to be with them again, but in a new way while conferring on them a new life.

For our part, we might learn more deeply that our faith engages feeling as well as reason and practicality, that it involves not only practices and creed, but a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. Father John Kavanaugh, S.J. suggests that we might ask: if we really care enough about our faith, how committed are we to bestow it as our most valued gift upon other people? Upon our youth? Perhaps it is then that we will have experienced fraternal fellowship and solidarity as well as a sense of Catholic uniqueness (1998).

A few practical hints to measure how well this gift of joy factors into our lives: The joy of the resurrection, the joy of Jesus, the joy of feeling fully alive is least likely to possess me when I let my life evolve around me—my nagging arthritis, my hurt feelings, the discourtesy of the checkout clerk, the lack of appreciation when conferring a favour, the hundred and one daily challenges that make us turn in on ourselves as we utter “Woe is me!” Joy returns only when I turn outward; when I can bring a smile to a child who rarely feels love, or bring hope to a vagrant or street person who is so easy to ignore.

I like Kavanaugh’s Easter reminders (1998): before the Easter season ends, resolve that it will not end for you. An automatic sign that Easter is still yours is the joy that lights your being from time to time simply because you are alive. Alive in Christ. So let’s celebrate that joy more often. It is so faith-affirming to be with a person whose life reveals this Easter gift.

(Allow about 5 – 7 minutes to react to the Commentary and share your thoughts.)
Questions for Reflection and Discussion:
1. (Acts 8:8) “There was great joy in that city.”
“Catholics do not wear their religion on their sleeves” is an anonymous expression I hear from time to time that is used to justify a non-emotional faith expression rather than a manifest expression of great joy.
a) Would you agree or disagree with this comment, and why? What is your own disposition in this regard?
b) Is it reasonable to expect people to experience “joy” at Sunday worship when there is not a great deal to be joyful about? Is not just being there enough? Share your thoughts.

c) Talk about a faith experience that gave you a feeling of the kind of joy our readings are talking about today. When was the last time you had such an experience? Comment.

d) For Luke, joy is an infallible sign of the presence of the Holy Spirit. How do you understand this statement? Elaborate and try to say something as to how it applies to your life.

2. (Acts 8) “…Samaria had accepted the word of God.”
Samaria was the home of those people in the first century whom the Jews hated. Yet these same Samaritan people often starred as heroes in Jesus’ parables.

a) What point do you suspect Jesus was trying to make to our world?

b) Who might be the “Samaritans” in today’s world? Share your views.

c) Who might be the “Pharisees” in today’s world? Share your views.

3. (1 Peter) “Be ready to make your defence to anyone … yet do it with gentleness and reverence.”
Scripture commentator Alice Camille observes that Christian testimony sometimes comes down harshly and accusingly, not as an invitation but as a condemnation.

a) Have you ever experienced this kind of testimony, personally?

b) What can the Church do to counteract this kind of destructive image? What has our revered Pope Francis done to counter this kind of attitude or behaviour?

4. (John 14) “This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive…”
The road back to a lively faith is not a question of finding the right answers, insists Father Ronald Rolheiser (The Shattered Lantern, p. 203) but of living in a certain way … We must live in such a way that we give birth to God in our lives by prayer and loving deeds.

a) What meaning does this statement have for you? Kindly share this with the members of your small group.

b) Can you identify one or two special situations in your life when you felt certain that you were supported or empowered by God’s Spirit? Share this with your group.

CARING-PRAYING TIME: (15-20 minutes)
      1.     Word for the Week:

“Let everything that has breath burst into shouts of joy!” (Ps. 150)
2. Suggestion for the week:

A few suggestions for reflection:

i) What are the hungers of your life? Do you seek them in God?

ii) What can we do to lessen the spiritual hunger of people around us?

3. Intercessions
Leader: Trusting in Jesus who will never leave us orphaned, let us pray in the power of the

Spirit. The response to each of the petitions is: Lord, hear our prayer.
1. That we may always be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in us, proclaiming the faith with gentleness and respect for the beliefs of others, we pray…
2. That governments may facilitate the sharing of medical and humanitarian resources to foster healing of all who are in any anguish of body, mind or spirit, we pray…
3. That prisoners of conscience and all who suffer for doing good may persevere in non-violent witness and so convert even their oppressors, we pray…
4. That the Spirit of God may inspire the followers of Jesus and all people of goodwill to assist the children left orphaned by armed conflict or economic adversity, we pray…
5. That our present-day neophytes may be witnesses to Christ in the world by their clear conscience, godly lives and ready response to those who ask about their faith, we pray…
6. That those preparing for the sacrament of Confirmation be open to the gift of the Holy Spirit and may find, in the anointing and laying-on of hands, the love of Christ, we pray…
7. That the Spirit of truth in us may convince the world of God’s abiding love for all, we pray…
8. For all our deceased family and friends, that they may share in the joy of the Resurrection…, we pray…
9. That all of us may become very grateful for all the great graces we have received this Easter Season, we pray…
10. That Jews, Muslims and Christians, all over the world, mindful of our common God and our common ancestor in faith, Abraham, may not give up on their quest for justice and peace, but find ways to live life together with mutual acceptance, forgiveness and love, we pray …

And how can we help you in prayer this week?
Let us pray
You have redeemed us, O God,
in Christ your Son, who was put to death in the flesh,
but made alive in the spirit. In answer to Christ’s prayer,
give us another Advocate to be with us always, the Spirit of truth,
so that in the joy that comes from you,
we may always be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in us.
We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son,
who lives with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God for ever. Amen.
With hands and hearts united in gratitude for God’s favors on us today, we pray that all those, in our influence, may be moved to be open to your Word and your Spirit, while we pray:
OUR FATHER…
If you want a message of love to be heard
it has got to be sent.
If you want a lamp
to keep on burning
you’ve got to keep putting oil into it.
(Blessed Mother Teresa).
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