5th Sunday in Easter (B)



05/02/2021
While I was studying in St. Bernard Seminary in Rochester, N.Y., I met an individual who for me embodied our second reading of today from the First Letter of John.  She was a religious sister who was teaching a fifth grade class in a local parish school.  The seminary, as part of my education, assigned me to teach a religion class at this school.  Soon I recognized that there was something unique about this nun.  In the spring of that year, I also learned that doctors had detected cancer in her and that my friend was heading for surgery.

     Her initial surgery would lead to several others, as the doctors raced to get ahead of the cancer, which was traveling through her body.  Along with the surgery, there were the usual treatments of chemotherapy and radiation.  Nothing worked for very long.

     In April of the year in which I was ordained a priest, my friend entered a hospital for the last time.  I was fortunate enough to have an opportunity to visit with her a few days before she died.  When I first entered her room, the degree to which the disease and the treatments had ravaged her body shocked me.  What initially attracted me to my friend however soon replaced my shock.  My friend exuded a sense of peace that, under such circumstances, failed explanation.  She lived and her body and her presence acted out her knowledge that God lived with her.

     She lived as a branch connected to a vine.  No matter what life did to her, it could not prevent her from receiving life from the vine - from God dwelling with her.  This experience empowered her life and freed her to love others.

     I tell this story because I believe that opportunities present themselves to each of us to experience a friend like mine.  They are opportunities to see God embodied in the life of another person.  Such an encounter can touch our hearts and lead us to recognize God dwelling with us.  Such an encounter can help us to know that we too are branches connected with the divine vine and through the vine to each other.  Then our eyes open to see God living in and with everyone – including people that we don’t like – and all of creation.

Liturgy acts this encounter out for us as we celebrate Eucharist.  When we communally join each other in prayer and song, and when we receive Communion, we open ourselves to accept that we are extensions – branches – of God.  We draw life from God and offer life to others.
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