FIRST SUNDAY AFTER EASTER:  APRIL 19th
Acts 4:32-35;  John 20:19-31

Acts 4:32-35

We saw in chapter two a similar summary of the life of the Church.  That summary noted the marks of the early community of faith.  It...

· Remained faithful to the teachings of the apostles.

· Remained faithful to the brotherhood.

· It remained faithful to the breaking of bread.

· It remained faithful to the prayers.

· The apostles worked many miracles and in so doing impressed everyone.

· The faithful lived together and owned everything in common.

· They sold their goods and gave the money from the sale to the poor.

· They went as a body to the Temple every day.

· They would meet in their houses for the breaking of bread.

· They gladly and generously shared of their food with others.

· They praised God.

· They were looked up to by everyone..

· Day by day God added to their numbers.

That is a wonderful picture of the Church and if we believes today were to live in a manner that approached that kind of model, we would find our Church and our mission to be a very different place with a very different feel about it.  

One of the things that stands out in today’s account of that early community as well as in the one from chapter two is the attitude of the believers to worldly possessions.  While some Jewish communities, Qumran for example, had strict regulations regarding the handling of the common purse, here in the early Christian communities, this generosity was purely voluntary.   Those with possessions sold them so that their wealth could be more easily made available to those who had little or nothing.  Imagine that in today’s world!  What a Church that was!  In these early stages of these faith communities, no one would have gone hungry.  Even later on, when the wealth of many was threatened by the severe famine, the hungry were fed.  Instead of just being looked after by their immediate community, funds were collected from around all of the Churches so that no one was hungry.  The story of taking care of the needs of the poor is found in the story in Acts 11 where money was raised for the Jerusalem Church in its time of need.

In the Church, the primary work of the apostles was the preaching of the Good News of the dead and risen messiah and while they collected the food in the name of Jesus, the distribution was left to others.  In their preaching, the power of God was at work and the Church grew through their efforts.   

This is a picture of a dynamic Church, one which had its collective eyes on the Risen Lord whom they believed was in their midst.  They set out to shape their own personal lives as disciples on the ministry and teachings of Jesus and also set up their communities to give witness to the same message.  They lived for the God whom they found in each other and particularly in the sufferings of the poor.   They were only as strong as the weakest among them and only as wealthy as the poorest man and poorest woman in their towns.  

Their spiritual leaders, the apostles, were men whose primary ministry was the preaching and teaching of the Gospel. They engaged not just the believers but the whole community of the towns they visited.  The Church was in mission mode, that is, it went out of its way to expand the community of believers by talking about it, by preaching it and by teaching it.  They must have been exciting times for everyone and as we read in these two summaries, at the very heart of their lives as disciples, was their spiritual engagement with the God who called them and sent them to carry out his divine mission in the world.  

Equally important to them was their sense of being one in Christ.  It is not that differences did not exist, they clearly did as we see in Paul’s writings.  What we see in the story of the Acts is that they addressed their differences by coming together in Jesus.  They understood that they we called to be one, were commanded to be one and that their mission as faith communities would only be successful if they were one.  How did they maintain this unity when there were so many differences and so many conflicting visions of the world and their place in it.  Unity was achieved through praying together, through sharing the Eucharist together, by looking after the poor together and by making sure that they look outwards rather than inwards.  It is a very inspiring picture and there is no reason why it could not be a reality in our Churches today.   The only thing that limits us is our limited faith.

John 20:19-31

Our Gospel today is a wonderful story for us as it picks up so many of the themes that face us as a Church.  The first thing that leaps out at me is the idea of the disciples locking themselves away in house because they were “afraid of the Jews”.  There is a worrying image of the Church that is so much at odds with what we have just seen in the descriptions from Acts.  Of course this is pre-Pentecost but for John the message to his Church is clear.  Jesus appears in the midst of them in that room and has a simple message and gift for them.  He says “Peace be with you”.  

Note first of all the language.  He does not say “Peace will be with you if you do such and such”.  He says that peace is with you now.  Here.  In the middle of all of your fear and anxiety, there is peace here and now if you want it.  Remember that Jesus has not removed the threat of Jewish persecution and has not taken away the Roman soldiers.  The cause of their fear is still there.  That is one of the things John is saying about the meaning of the resurrection for his church and for us today.  Jesus is God’s gift of peace.  That the risen Lord is here among us, wherever we are, whatever is happening to us, no matter how terrible and no matter how overpowering.  God offers to us his gift of Divine Peace.

The second thing, and this comes out of the above message in some ways, is the picture of the community of believers locking themselves away.  It is a terrible picture of the lack of faith and confidence among those early believers.  They did not seem to be able to understand how they could do anything about the enormous problems that faced them in Jerusalem.  Because the problem was so immense they decided that the best way forward would be to lock themselves in that room and hope that the problems go away.  It was not going to happen.  These problems did not go away and in the end the believers did suffer at the hands of these same men from who they were initially hiding. 

Locking ourselves away from the world is never a solution.  Sitting back hoping that the problems facing us will disappear and the good times will return is not a realistic way of addressing our Gospel vocations.  There is only one way forward – in faith and hope.  They need to take that crucial step of leaving the room and going out into the streets, believing that God will provide for them.  They did not need a clear vision, a guarantee of what they were doing was going to be one hundred percent successful.  What they needed to do was to believe that their vocation was outside of the room and not locked away in fear.  

And, the message to us is the same.  There are  those among us who wish to circle the wagons of tradition and church practice and hope that we can hang on until the world changes and comes to its senses and people once again return to the Church.  That kind of thinking has no biblical or theological precedents to support it.  Such a way of thinking and acting is what we see here in the opening of today’s Gospel and reflects a way of thinking that is without faith, is without hope and is without an understanding of where God wants us to be.  

This, of course is what we now find at the crucial end of the Gospel.  Jesus does not give his peace to the disciples so that they can live happily without fear of the Jews.  His peace is given to them so that they can fulfil his commandment:  As the Father has sent me, even so I send you”.   Here is John’s “Pentecost Sunday”.  There, in the fear filled room, Jesus breathes on the disciples and imparts to them the gift of the Holy Spirit.  It is this gift of the Peace of God which is the Risen Lord and the power of the Holy Spirit which is breathed into them that enables them to go out into Jerusalem and take up the ministry and mission that was begun by Jesus.

Conclusion:

There are few more important readings in the New Testament.   The first one offers us a model of Church on which we should be basing out own lives and our own faith communities.  It would be instructive to take these descriptions of the life of the early Church and compare them to our own parishes and to our own lives.  Clearly, Luke is saying to his own Church, that if they want to grow, if they wish to climb out of the rut in which they find themselves (which is why Luke wrote in the first place) this is the model they need to follow.  It is a faith response to commands of Jesus and to his calling of them.

And this is made so powerfully clear in the Gospel.  Every believer is sent out into the world by Jesus to carry out exactly the same ministry that Jesus carried out in response to the Father’s command.  That is a tough ask and there is no middle ground here, no simple way out offered to us by John.   We are to be in our communities as Jesus was in his.  Nothing more is expected.  Nothing less will be tolerated and on our faithfulness we will be judged.

The comfort is that we do not have to do this on our own, with our own personal resources.  It is through our coming together and working as one Body, through our lives of prayer, through our sharing together the insights of the Scriptures, in our care of the poor and in our gathering around the apostles and their successors, that our Churches will grow.  They will grow because they are then authentic faith communities.  We thus have an enormous task in front of us.  Let us pray that our faith is enough to walk into the future in God’s Peace and in God’s power.  
