Fifth Sunday of Easter 
Cycle C

Focus: Jesus prepares His disciples for  His return to the Father by commanding them to love one another. 
Opening Prayer: God our Father, look upon us with love. You redeem us and make us your children in Christ. Give us true freedom and bring us to the inheritance you promised. We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ your Son who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God forever and ever. Amen. 

Readings: Acts 14:21-27, Rev 21:1-5, John 13:31-35

Historical/Cultural Background and Commentary: This week we are coming closer and closer to the Solemnity of the Ascension. The Thursday of the Sixth week of Easter marks 40 days since we celebrated our Lord's rising from the dead. This week the readings begin to prepare us for the reality that Jesus will return to the Father. We will no longer be able to see Jesus with our earthly vision, and we will soon only be able to see Him only through the eyes of faith. 

In the days following the crucifixion of Jesus the community of disciples was demoralized and some even believed that they had trusted Jesus in vain. Through His post resurrection appearances Jesus was able to strengthen the faith of His followers who were now invigorated and ready to spread the word. But this time when Jesus disappears He's not going to "come back" in a physical sense until the Last Day. Will the disciples lose their faith again or will they continue to spread God's word and bring more people to faith?


Paul and Barnabas in the first reading have been traveling around Asia minor preaching the Word and making disciples. Many people believe in Jesus and join the Church and the Apostles spent their time encouraging them. Paul is above all a realist. He knows that he will have to continue traveling around preaching in many cities. He also knows as did Jesus that in his absence the believers might become discouraged and give up. So Paul states "We must endure many hardships in order to enter into the Kingdom of God". In saying this Paul is saying in essence "Yeah, I know you might miss us and that things can get really hard, but it's worth all the struggle to enter into eternal life". 




In the early Church the Bishops ( Apostles) had control over the entire community. They were the ones who met together and made decisions about how the Church would view various issues, taught the people with Christ's authority, and presided at Eucharist. 

Eventually, the number of people who needed service precluded the Apostles from doing the work themselves so they elected men to wait at tables and provide for the poor. These men called deacons (from the Greek word for servant) made up the second part of the hierarchy. 


In this reading Paul and Barnabas realizing that the church needs leadership appoints "elders" which in Greek is translated presbyters. These presbyters were appointed to share in the priesthood of the bishop and to take his place at celebrations of the Eucharist.


In our case, Bishop Barres could not preside physically over several Eucharistic liturgies at 104 parishes so we have presbyters who represent him and share in his priesthood at the parish level. 

In the reading from the book of Revelation we see the vision of the New Jerusalem coming down from heaven. John uses this image in two ways. First, the vision harkens back to the book of Ezekiel in which the city of Jerusalem is "rebuilt" to encourage the Jews living in exile to keep the faith. So John may be encouraging the Church to look to the future in order to help them endure the persecution that they are undergoing. Secondly we see clues that the "New Jerusalem" has a temporal meaning as well. The city is "adorned as a bride". 


The "bride" has always been a picture of the Church. St. Paul in Ephesians says that marriage is a sign signifying the union of Christ and the Church. The Church has always seen in the Song of Songs something more than mere human love. St. Bernard taught that the Song of Songs described the love God has for Israel and Christ has for the Church. 

In a future sense God will "live with His people" in our heavenly home, but He also lives with us through Christ's presence in the tabernacle. With eyes of faith we see that Jesus' real presence resides among us and through the Holy Spirit we see that He lives in our hearts. 

In this week's Gospel reading we see Jesus telling the Apostles that He will be going away soon and that by His leaving He will be glorified. He tells the Apostles that He wants them to "love one another" and that this "love" will be the sign to the world that they are His disciples. 


Jesus here is telling us that while the world will no longer see Him, by loving one another and living the Gospel message the Church will continue His work on earth. We are the sign that Christ is risen and is in control of things. The Church is Christ's mystical body and a sign of His love for all mankind.

Questions for Reflection: 


1. Think of a time when someone gave you a great responsibility. How did you go about handling it?


2. How are Bishops, Priests, and Deacons a sign of Christ's presence in the Church?


3. How does Jesus' relationship with the Church parallel human love and marriage?

4. Why do you think that Christ said that "love for one another" among the disciples would help the world know that they follow Him?

Closing Prayer: Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, you have revealed to all nations your saving power and filled all ages with the words of a new song. Hear the echo of this hymn. Give us voice to sing your praise. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen. 
