
 

 

 As it so often does during the Easter Season, today’s Liturgy of the Word relates the 

experience of Paul and the early Church.   

 Paul, who had been such a zealous persecutor of Jesus’ first followers until he himself 

encountered the Risen Lord, was just beginning his prophetic proclamation of the Gospel, a witness 

that would change the world.  All was well, Luke tells us, as “The church throughout all Judea, 

Galilee, and Samaria was at peace.”1   

 Well, maybe.   

 Luke goes on to say, “It [the Church] was being built up and walked in the fear of the Lord, 

and with the consolation of holy Spirit it grew in numbers.”2  

 That’s certainly part of the story, an important part to be sure, but a careful reading of Luke’s 

Gospel and his Book of Acts, as well as of Paul’s letters, the earliest works found in the New 

Testament, reveals a rather more nuanced picture, a picture in which we perhaps find it easier to 

recognize ourselves and the Church in our own time. 

 While it’s an understandable impulse, we do well to be wary of the temptation to romanticize 

the early Church.  We sometimes think, “If only we could recapture that pristine time, when faith 

was unsullied by human weakness, all motives were pure, and dogmatic certainties were always 

confirmed in the crucible of experience!  If only we could do this; back to the future!  Then the 

multiple madnesses of our time would disappear, taking the Church’s own sinfulness along with 

them.” 

                                                 
1 Acts 9:31 (NAB). 
2 Ibid. 
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 It’s not a new temptation.   

 Luke has a tendency to allude to problems in the early Church obliquely and with the deftest 

of touches.  Paul, on the other hand — unsurprisingly; no shrinking violet he — usually addresses 

them in no uncertain terms.  Lest we think that our earliest forebears were somehow different than 

we are, somehow blissfully disinclined to shave a few corners here and there, or, unlike us, were 

imbued with instant holiness when they first received the sacraments, Paul is here to remind us, as he 

did the church in Corinth, that we hold the “treasure” of Christ’s grace and salvation in “earthen 

vessels,” as he puts it.3  In our world, Christ’s divinity must be borne by our humanity.  We carry the 

splendor of grace with frail hearts and unsteady hands — which are, after all, the only “vessels” we 

have.  What else are we supposed to use?  That our hands sometimes falter and our hearts grow weary 

shouldn’t surprise us, for perfection is the province of God, not of humankind — which is why 

there’s a confessional in every Catholic church. 

 It often seems to shock those without faith (or at least who say they’re without faith) that 

those of us here and in churches everywhere this morning are imperfect.  They’re shocked, shocked!, 

that sometimes we don’t live up to our professed beliefs, and that we carry on in all sorts of ways we 

shouldn’t.  Catholics occasionally fall into this trap too, particularly those who have a utopian view of 

the Church.  And from the fact that we’re imperfect — which is simply to say that we’re human — 

they conclude that the very idea of the Church, or of Christianity generally, is a humbug, or, in the 

Catholic version of this, that the “true” Church is the one that contains people just like them — and 

only just like them.   

                                                 
3 2 Cor 4:7 (NAB). 
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 Here’s the thing, though.  Not only have those with this view made a terribly embarrassing 

mistake about human nature, they’ve made a terribly embarrassing mistake about the Church.  

They’ve made the mistake of thinking the Church is about us — although to be fair, sometimes we 

fall into the same trap.   

 Here’s a bulletin:  the Church isn’t about us. 

 One of the great American Catholic writers of the twentieth century, John Powers, put it this 

way in one of his novels.  A young associate priest, Fr. Bill, is talking with the pastor of the parish to 

which he’s been assigned, Fr. Joe, about his frustrations with some of the more annoying aspects of 

the Church.  Fr. Joe listens patiently and finally says, “This is a big old ship, Bill.  She creaks, she 

rocks, she rolls, and at times she makes you want to throw up.  But she gets where she’s going.  

Always has, always will, until the end of time.  With or without you.”  “Man the lifeboats,” Fr. Bill 

responds.  “Wrong again, Bill,” Fr. Joe replies.  “No lifeboats on this ship — none needed.”4 

 In his own way, Fr. Joe is telling his young associate that he’d do well to pay more attention 

to who’s guiding the ship and worry less about the antics of the crew.  We don’t need lifeboats on this 

vessel because the captain isn’t going to hit an iceberg.   

 All Fr. Joe is really doing is paraphrasing the point made in today’s Gospel.  “I am the vine, 

you are the branches,” Jesus says.  “Whoever remains in me and I in him will bear much fruit, 

because without me you can do nothing.”5  Notice that Jesus doesn’t say “whoever agrees with me,” 

but “whoever remains in me”.    

                                                 
4 J. F. Powers, Wheat That Springeth Green (New York:  New York Review Books, 1988), 170. 
5 Jn 15:5-6 (NAB). 
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 What in the world does that mean?  John tells us exactly what it means in his first letter, a 

portion of which we heard in the Second Reading.  It means to love others as Jesus has loved us — 

“not in word or speech,” John cautions — talk is cheap, after all — “but in deed and truth.”  And the 

“truth,” our “truth,” isn’t what we say, but what we do.  As John tells us in his letter, we’re not called 

to admire Jesus’ commandments; we’re called to keep them, the very ones He gives us in the 

Beatitudes, the very ones He gives us in telling us how He’ll separate the sheep from the goats on the 

last day.   

 It matters what we do — or refuse to do — for the hungry, the thirsty, the disadvantaged. 

 It matters what we do — or refuse to do — for the weak and the vulnerable. 

 It matters what we do — or refuse to do — for the marginalized and outcast, whomever our 

culture decides to define as unworthy of our charity at any particular time. 

 It matters what we do — or refuse to do — for the “stranger,” the migrants and refugees who 

come to us fleeing violence, war, or deprivation.  

 It matters what we do.   

 And here’s the catch:  human nature being what it is and our imperfections and weaknesses 

being what they are, we’ll only be able to do as Jesus would have us do by remaining firmly attached 

to the vine of Christ.  If we fall into the temptation of thinking we can nourish ourselves, we’ll only 

begin to wither.  Receiving the grace and nourishment of Christ, though, means we’ll first have to 

open ourselves — our hearts and our minds — to the prospect of being changed, to being transformed 

in the Lord.  He isn’t going to force anything on us; we have to want to be rooted in Him, even if that 

means we’ll have to forego other vines, be it the vine of nationalism, ideology, materialism, or 
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countless others.  “No servant can serve two masters,” Jesus tells us.6  No branch, no one of us, can be 

rooted in two vines, either. 

 That we’re sometimes tempted to think we can is a reflection of our ability to convince 

ourselves that, well, yes … it really is about us.  That’s when the ship begins to creak, and roll, and 

make, if not us then others, a little sick, as Fr. Joe put it.  When that happens, it isn’t just the barque 

of Peter that begins to list.  So does the culture. 

 For all of these reasons, it’s no accident that we hear so much about Paul’s ministry during 

the Easter Season.  Paul knew only too well that it’s frighteningly easy for any one of us to head for 

our personal Damascus to persecute, each in our own way, the Lord Himself, for our indifference to 

those whom Christ loves is to drive a nail through the Lord’s own hands.  Paul knew too that we’ll 

only be turned around through grace, grace that’s freely offered, but grace that must also be freely 

accepted. 

 N. T. Wright, an Anglican bishop and acclaimed biblical scholar, hits the nail on the head: 

What drove Paul, from that moment on the Damascus Road and throughout his subsequent 

life, was the belief that Israel’s God had done what he had always said he would; that 

Israel’s scriptures had been fulfilled in ways never before imagined …7   

 That, really, is why our Readings during this and every Easter Season are what they are, and 

that too is the foundation for all Christian hope:  God calls each of us, He calls you and He calls me, to 

be fulfilled in ways we could never imagine.  His promise will be fulfilled in each one of us, if we’ll 

only allow it to be. 

                                                 
6 Lk 16:13 (NAB). 
7 N. T. Wright, Paul:  A Biography (New York:  Harper One, 2018), 54. 
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 He calls us to rise from hearts burdened by the accumulated weight of our grievances and 

animosities that we might see the face of Christ in others, even in those with whom we disagree or 

who have injured us. 

 He calls us to rise from the tomb of our indifference, to touch the Lord who appears to us in 

the needs of others. 

 He calls us to rise from a misplaced parochialism that can only see a neighbor in someone 

who’s just like us, someone from our faith, or from our country, to recognize that we look into the 

eyes of Christ whenever we see the face of a man or woman created in His image, which is to say 

every human face. 

 It wasn’t just Jesus who rose at Easter.  Paul rose in his own Easter along the road to 

Damascus.  The Apostles and first disciples rose when they touched the wounds of Christ.  The early 

Church rose when it refused — even in the face of persecution — to keep the Good News of Christ to 

itself. 

 If we want it to be, if we allow it to be, this can be the season of our Easter, that we too might 

rise. 
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