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1st Reading Acts 6:1–7

Responsorial Psalm Psalm 33:1–2,4–5,18–19

2nd Reading 1 Peter 2:4–9

Gospel John 14:1–12

Through out history, the “professional” religious caste, monks included, have
been accused of being a drain on society. They have been called leaches who use
up resources like food without producing anything of value themselves. They
are accused of hoarding money, land, precious objects, and other things of value,
removing them from the circulation of the wider economy where they would be
put to repeated use, providing a means of living for many people as they passed
from hand to hand. They are referred to as lazy layabouts who avoid work in all
its forms. To this way of thinking, the professional religious caste is something
to be done away with.

Even Christian reformers have made use of this logic and today’s reading
from the first letter of Peter gives them some ammunition in this regard. The
letter, addressed to all the Christian believers in several provinces in Asia Minor,
says that they are all “a royal priesthood.”That all are called “to be a holy
priesthood [which] offer[s] spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus
Christ.” Under such conditions, the idea of the priest as an intermediary, a
professional who knows the rules and can either plead with God on one’s behalf
or at least guide the novice and amateur in the correct form of addressing
God, is superfluous. Each member of the community is empowered to make
intercession on their own behalf. The professional religious caste, therefore,
only exists insomuch as they are able to deceive people into giving up their own
proper channel to the divine.

The experience of the early Church, however, gives lie to this sort of inter-
pretation. As we hear today from the book of Acts, very quickly they found
themselves in need of men who would dedicate themselves to the service of the
Church. The Apostles, by dint of their experience with Jesus, their status as
witnesses of his life, death and resurrection, were in a position to spread the
Gospel, preaching about what they knew and teaching it to others. Everyone
could not do this task because not everyone had the experience. Eventually
people would be trained to take on this role and replace the first Apostles, but
even then, not everyone would do so. Further, the early Church needed more
than teachers and preachers. Christian belief wasn’t then and isn’t now simply
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about saying the right things, agreeing with the right ideas. It is also about liv-
ing a life in conformity with those ideas. As Christ says in the Gospel: “whoever
believes in me will do the works that I do, and will do greater ones than these.”
In pursuit of those greater works, the early Church found it necessary to name
deacons: men who would spread the Gospel though service and action. These
men were professional religious whose way of life was to demonstrate Christ’s
life in action and enable others to do the same.

At times, this necessity for the professional religious has led some members
of the Church to lose sight of the of Peter’s call for all to be a “royal priesthood.”
This is why it was so important that the Second Vatican Council called upon
this reading from Peter to say, “[t]he baptized, by regeneration and the anointing
of the Holy Spirit, are consecrated as a spiritual house and a holy priesthood,
in order that through all those works which are those of the Christian they
may offer spiritual sacrifices and proclaim the power of Him who has called
them out of darkness into His marvelous light. Therefore all the disciples of
Christ, persevering in prayer and praising God, should present themselves as
a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God. Everywhere on earth they must
bear witness to Christ and give an answer to those who seek an account of that
hope of eternal life which is in them.” As a Church, we cannot lose sight of
both the priesthood of all believers, and of the special call to some for the more
professional role.

This duality between the call of all believers to be a royal priesthood and
of some to be professional religious set apart is part of what makes this time
of the pandemic so difficult. We, those here in this church, in this building,
are professional religious.Our access to the paraphernalia of religious life, to the
sacraments and the liturgy, has been unaffected by the pandemic. We continue
to have Mass, in person, everyday, where we can receive the Eucharist. This
is a privilege which is denied to the vast majority of believers right now. Even
during more normal times, it was possible for clericalism to set in: for priests
and religious to separate themselves from the laity, considering themselves to
be better or more holy. How much more of a danger is it during this time, when
there is an actual physical separation between us who are physically present in
this building and the believers who are forced to stay home, and at most to
watch us on their computers. We are in danger of forgetting why we are set
apart: to serve those around us and enable them to be witnesses of Christ to
the world at large.

Our usual methods for doing this task have been taken away by the threat of
infection, of death.If we allow it, this threat may be the death of our service, of
our vocation. We may continue to live a life which outwardly conforms with the
Rule and our tradition, but we will have failed to follow Christ if we do not find
ways to reach out to those who have been separated from us by circumstances.
Just as Christ reached out to touch the isolated and alone of his day, we must
do the same; all the more when that touch cannot be physical and everybody
is isolated and alone.

Now there is a temptation to say that all this is temporary. That this
pandemic will pass. We just have to ride out the next few months. Take some
precautions: stay home as much as possible, wear a mask when out in public,
avoid large gatherings. Eventually a vaccine will be developed and we will be
able to go back to the way things were. Life does not go backwards, however.
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This experience will change things. Even if some of the surface features of how
things used to be return, the memory of their fragility will always remain, and
that will affect the way we think and act in the future. It will affect the way
others interact with us. The challenge that this pandemic presents to us is to
make those changes be for the good. To make changes which allow us to present
the Gospel, to facilitate others presenting the Gospel, so that the world may
come to know and love Christ. This will require imagination; it will require us
to listen. We will need to be amongst the people, to smell of the sheep as Pope
Francis would put it, and to be open to the movement of the Holy Spirit that
we find there.
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