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In Great Britain, Oxford biologist Richard Dawkins campaigns actively to remove religious faith from society altogether. A committed atheist, Dawkins would force religious schools to teach atheism. He would prohibit hospital chaplains from comforting the sick. He would even consider removing children from parents who teach their children religious beliefs. Dawkins forgets that this has already been tried in Soviet Russia and China, without any particular benefits to society or world peace.  

If such a government were rounding up Christians, would you be arrested for religious practices? If you were accused of being a Catholic, would there be enough evidence to convict you? Let’s bring the question even closer to home: If you were asked if you belong to Notre Dame parish, how would you prove it?

For the most part, we Catholics receive our religion from our families. For most of us, Catholicism is not a commitment we have made in any formal way. It is an inheritance, passively accepted, much like our ethnic origin. We either affirm it in some way, or we ignore it.

That’s not the way it’s supposed to be. Today’s scripture readings express intentional, wholehearted commitment as the profile of true Christians. Paul and Barnabas (Reading 1) withstand violent abuse in the synagogue for boldly preaching what they believe. The Book of Revelation describes a vision of the heavenly community of believers—a multitude from every nation, race, people and language. The most distinguished among them are the martyrs, who have washed their robes in blood and stand before Jesus, the Lamb of God. Finally, our short Gospel reading focuses on one thing: following Jesus. A genuine Christian follows Jesus and is never away from him.  

To follow Christ—discipleship—means more than being on a parish register. It also means more than being a kind of “universal parishioner,” attending whatever parish moves you on a particular Sunday. The Holy Spirit, working in the Church, is calling us to be fully committed, fully invested disciples of Jesus. The Spirit calls us to create a parish community and to build it up in this place. Like Paul and Barnabas, we have a mission. A committed follower of Jesus doesn’t have to pencil Sunday Mass into his/her appointment book as though faith is a once-a-week thing separate from everything else. Following Jesus is full-time. We need Sunday worship to draw strength from our fellow-believers, to be fed by Christ’s word and body. Sunday Mass should impel us to follow Jesus at home and work, with family and neighbors, inside and outside. And the horizon of next Sunday’s worship should draw us on.

A disciple understands that everything we are and have is a gift from God—life, spouse, children, friends, home; every talent, every minute, every achievement; income, comforts, possessions. These things are not ours; they belong to God who has given them to us in order that their spiritual value increases in our hands through faith. Whether it be our time, our gifts, our skills or our material resources, we are not true disciples if we give God only what is left over. But if God is put first, all other benefits follow.

As pastor, I have made the building up of Notre Dame as a Catholic parish community a priority. With the shortage of priests being a fact of the present and certainly of our lifetime, a parish like Notre Dame will be subject to the law of “survival of the fittest.” Making Notre Dame a strong, vigorous parish is not my work; it is our work. I need you. More importantly, the parish needs you to live your discipleship in this place.     

I recently happened upon a classified ad in the Catholic periodical, America. A parish in Seattle is seeking a director of adult religious formation. It read: “the director will guide parishioners in discerning their personal gifts and will help them to apply their gifts at home, in their ministries, where they socialize, and in their workplaces. Blessed Sacrament Parish, in short, wants to create saints and to evangelize the world.”

Again, the Notre Dame parish community has a mission from God, here, in this place. I pray that God will find enough evidence to convict us of being Christians, Catholics, and parishioners.

