5th Sunday of Easter 2020

Coronavirus does not discriminate! 

Some weeks ago, when we realised that, when it came to Covid-19 anyone could catch it, and anyone could pass it on, we quickly took to heart the government's direction, "Stay at home to same lives."  In order to convey, in a memorable way, the importance of following the health advice, public relations experts devised succinct and pithy catchphrases such as, "We all must do it to get through it".  One which particularly caught my attention was "Stand together by standing apart"!  It appears to be contradictory, yet, the message is immediately obvious to all of us.  We have indeed explored and discovered creative ways of standing together while at the same time observing social distance.

It may sound a little strange, but aspects of the present health advice  caused me to think of ecumenism!  Dynamic phrases such as "We all must do it" and "Standing together" makes for me the connection.  Earlier this year, Pope Francis, speaking in Rome to a visiting delegation of Protestant clergy, noted, 'we are journeying together in the community of all the baptized.  Christians are those who can give thanks for their baptism.  This gratitude links and expands our hearts, and opens them to our neighbour, who is not an adversary but our beloved brother, our beloved sister.  The community of all the baptized is not a mere “standing beside one another”, and certainly not a “standing against one other”, but wants to become an ever fuller “standing together”.' 
While there is no escaping the fact that Christians of the different denominations interpret Christ's message with varying emphases, there is much on which we "stand together".  Believing in the same Christ and loving the same scriptures are the grounds on which unity already exists.  Would that the words “what unites us is greater than what divides us” be inscribed on the hearts of all..
Today, we recognise that at no other time in the Church's history have there been so many martyrs – in these first twenty years of the new millennium they are numbered in tens of thousands!  Their blood cries out to us!  All of them Christians - Orthodox, Copts, Protestants, and Catholics – all confessed the one Christ! The witness of those from the different Christian traditions who have died for Christ, is rightly called “ecumenism of blood”; it challenges all the churches to have a greater “ecumenism of spirit”.  Pope Francis has commented, “Just as in the early Church the shedding of the blood of martyrs became the seed of new Christians, so today the blood of the many martyrs of all the Churches has become the seed of Christian unity.....the ecumenism of the martyrs is a summons to us, here and now, to advance on the path to ever greater unity.” 
The reality of the Resurrection assured the first Christians, as it should us, that Jesus gave life “a decisive direction”.  (DCE 217)  After his Resurrection he was like the scout returning to a group of lost and frightened disciples with the good news, “I have found the way, follow me!”  “He has found the way through the wilderness of life!” was the good news that quickly spread, and not even the might of the Roman empire could halt its progress.  Jesus, had passed through the valley of death, and had returned to guide those who trusted him.  Jesus really is “the way”!  This realisation made such an impression on that first generation of Christians that they simply referred to themselves as “followers of the Way”.  It was this certainty that gave  “followers of the Way” the strength to endure persecution.  They “feared no evil” because they realized that the Lord accompanied them, even though death – this was the extraordinary hope that had seized them and it filled them “with joy, unflagging courage and zeal in proclaiming the Gospel.”  (EG 263)
The promise of Jesus, “I shall return to take you with me; so that where I am you may be too” we have heard.  He gives us “a new horizon and a decisive direction”, (DCS 217; EG 7) and the certainty that our lives will not end in nothingness – he promises life; he shows us the way forward; we have heard his voice, “Trust in God still, and trust in me.”  
“Trust in me”, says Jesus.  Our trust is in a person.  He invites us to trust “him”, and reminds us that our faith is not in a collection of dogmas to which we merely consent, nor commandments which we just obey, nor in traditions that we slavishly hold on to.  Our faith is in a person - one who loves us unconditionally and yearns for our love.
We must never forget that all Christians seek “to follow Christ, to live in his love.”.  Whatever the particular denomination, all are pilgrims journeying, on a common path, alongside one another.  Can we accept one another as journeying in “good faith” and leave aside suspicion and mistrust?  Will we finally accept the seriousness of the counter-witness of division among Christians?  If there is one reality that should trouble our consciences, it is the immense number of people who have not yet heard and received the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  This cannot leave us indifferent!  Each one of us, irrespective of denomination, is called to be a witness, a messenger, a prophet!
"Lord Jesus, unite your followers in the bond of peace; 

renew your Church; protect the persecuted;

guide our steps to your Father, who is also our Father,

for you are our way; our truth; and our life, for ever and ever; 

Amen

for you are our way, our truth, and our life, forever and ever."  Amen
