Our Easter Duty?

Many of you will remember using this phrase.  Most will know that as a Roman Catholic, the church says that you must go to Communion and receive the sacrament of Reconciliation at least once a year at Easter time to remain in good standing. (I put in the italics to suggest that I do not know if you can really be in “good standing” if that is all you do, but read on.)  If you are reading this bulletin I really have to wonder if any of you really only go once or twice a year.  
I make a point of welcoming those at Easter and Christmas who only come once or twice a year.  Some priests choose to use those moments to question why people are not present every week.  I never saw the good in that.  If people come and maybe if we welcome them home – as truly the church is supposed to be home to everyone not just we who are here week in and week out – they might come back more often.  For in all honesty the question lays more at our feet, could we all be doing more to help others come to church.  I can not think that too many people come for the third Sunday of Easter, May 5 and 6 as the ONE time in a year they will come.  So for us that may be here more than just once a year, imagine what that might really be like; what would your life be like if you only came to church once a year?

We might first be smart and say something about sleeping in and getting to the golf course or mall faster.  Then if we really let it settle in what would we miss if we only came once a year?   What role does going to church and receiving the sacraments play in our lives?  As some of you may know this past week was the annual convocation for all active priests within our diocese.  Priest and Parish Administrators meet for three days with Bishop Clark.  This year we had two speakers dealing with the Eucharistic Prayer and how to make that prayer more significant for us and our communities.  I am sure that the theme and discussions of this week will make it into many of my sermons and reflections in the weeks to come but I would offer some thoughts at this moment.  


Our speakers were Fr. Ed Foley, OFM and Jerry Galipeau who is the director and editor from World Library Publications.  Jerry is also very involved with the development of the RCIA and various music and prayer texts.  It was an amazing time.  They are both accomplished musicians so there was a good deal of music and singing.  You have never truly lived until you have had a “sing-along” of church music with a room full of priests, deacons and both religious and lay women!  We all got laughing at various times during the sing-along as old songs we had forgotten about were again started.  One of the most significant ideas that came to me in the program was from Fr. Foley, discussing the transforming nature of the Eucharistic Prayer.  

He did not spend too much time on the problem of Catholics actually believing in the transubstantiation of the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ.  We all know that various surveys have given us various statistics that people do not truly believe this tenant of our faith.  We all know that but he did offer us some new ideas about both the why and some ideas of how to change that trend.  We know that the Eucharistic Prayer changes bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ but what else does it do?  You may think that transubstantiation is enough for one prayer to do but look deeper.  
We should know that when we bring the bread and wine forward this is only part of our “gifts” what we are to bring is more than just that.  Our gifts are not just simple wine and bread. They are certainly more than just the few dollars we place into the collection basket.  If you listen to the prayers you realize that we are also offering ourselves.  We put ourselves up there on that altar and ask God to change US.  That is the part the Fr. Foley thinks we need to underline for our people because they have missed it.  I think we might all be OK with the fact that what we give is our gift back to God.  This is a basic premise of Stewardship that has been talked about in many different ways. But let us take it a few steps further.  

Transubstantiation is the word for the action that God does as He sends His Holy Spirit down onto the bread and wine making them the Body and Blood of Jesus.  If God makes this transformation to the elements what does He do with the other things we give back to God – what we offer on the altar.  The money that we put into the collection is transformed by God and our desire to change our world and our little effort is magnified so that a great deal of good can come out of it.  But what happens to us?  If we place ourselves on that altar as well how are we transformed?  That is an interesting idea that I think deserves much prayer and consideration.  
I can not count the times that I have preached over the years on how we must change our lives.  The ideas that if we come and pray and then walk out and we do not change who we are we are failing in our desire to follow God.  This idea comes into clear focus when we add this question of the Eucharist.  Fr. Foley said it this way; if we do not change then we are stopping one of the greatest parts of the nature of the Eucharistic Prayer!  We are stopping the action of God.  Certainly, we can not stop the transubstantiation of the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ but that is not the only thing that God wishes to change when He sends His Holy Spirit down into our churches when we prayer the words of Consecration.  We are Consecrated!  We are Transformed.  God wants to transubstantiate US!  Think about that!
I would suggest that this is the more difficult change to make happen during our liturgies.  I think it is easier to believe that God can change bread into the Body of Christ than God can really change my heart into what He wants, which is a heart like Christ.  Our real duty is to place ourselves on the altar just like Christ following God’s will as He opened the gates of Heaven.  So to are we called to place our lives on the altar of God and allow God to change us.  
I know this is overwhelming in many ways.  I know when I heard this I said, “Wow, I can’t figure out so many things in my life and I have to understand this…?”  But that is the real miracle of this whole thing.  We do not have to DO anything – really we don’t.  All we have to do is allow God to do what He does best.  All we have to do is let God be God and we stay out of His way.  Today, (Thursday) I got a phone call from the Army.  I know where I am going after Basic Training.  I will be stationed with the 3rd Infantry Division at Ft. Stewart Ga.  The good news, for my mother, is that I will not be doing Air Borne so I will not have to jump out of planes!  The more difficult news is that they are just now starting to come back from a very difficult tour in Iraq.  These men and women will be coming back over the course of the summer and have been in some of the most difficult places over there.  I will be joining them as they try to re-enter their lives and deal with those that did not make it back.  They are also planning on rotating back to Iraq around this time next year – I will go with them when they re-deploy in early 2009.  
I leave here in 59 days – less when you actually read this.  I am certainly thinking about what I hope to say to you as I leave. I can not think of anything more important than this theme.  I can not think of anything more important than letting God work His love and forgiveness in all our lives.  If there is nothing you have heard me say over the last four years, let it be this.  God wants to changes us to be like Christ.  That is what we pray at every mass.  We ask God to change our gifts, change bread and wine and also to change us.  Let us make it our Easter Duty to open ourselves to the change He wants to make to us as well.
