Heaven here on Earth

Today, Thursday the 9th, we celebrate the Dedication of the Lateran Basilica – St. John.  Many people think that this church is dedicated to St. John Lateran, like that is his full name.  This is not true.  This church is dedicated to St. John the Apostle just like most churches that bear the same name.  The designation of Lateran refers to the family that gave the first building as well as the land to the church.  The Lateran family made a donation to the church and this church, many different buildings over the years, was built there.


There are two interesting things about this church that are worth our reflection this weekend.  First, it is the sight of one of the oldest Baptismal Fonts in the entire Christian world.  We may think of a Baptismal font like we have at St. Mary’s or St. Ann as the same as they are everywhere in the world.  This is really not the case.  The oldest examples, like the one at John Lateran, are more the norm.  They are large and built into the floor.  The person that was Baptized walked into the font where a Bishop was waiting to immerse the person down into the water three times for each part of, “May God Baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.”  The Baptismal Font at John Lateran is separated from the main body of the church in a small building.  


Today this may seem strange but we have to put ourselves into the world of the first centuries of the church when the Baptistery was built.  At this time it was dangerous to be a Christian – this was long before the different religions of Roman Catholic and Baptist or Methodist!  It was so dangerous to be a Christian that those that were did not really want others to know who they were.  When someone was welcomed into the church first there had to be someone that would stand up for them – the Sponsor – who said we can trust this person we can let them into our faith.  

This fear meant that people were Baptized and accepted into the church before they were allowed to see the whole community.  There is a very interesting description by someone who became a Christian during the early church.  It was a woman who spoke in an amazing way about being brought into a room and stripped naked and taken into a large tank of water and then doused in oil and then held down into the water.  She really thought that she was lied to and that the Christens were going to kill her, cook her, and eat her!  She had heard about the whole Body and Blood of Christ and she thought she was going to be the body.  She then speaks very beautifully about being carried into the church and the bright lights of the Easter Vigil that blinded her.  She really thought she was going to see God – and in a way she did.  As her eyes adjusted to the light of the Basilica she saw the community of believers and was welcomed into the body of Christ. 


The second thing that is interesting about St. John Lateran is that the church that stands there today is fairly new – in Roman terms - what you see today was finished in the 1700’s.  This location and the Lateran family have a long and interesting history in both the church and Rome as well.  Constantine the Emperor married a daughter of the Lateran family and it was believed that he was baptized in the Font at this church.  (History says different, he was Baptized in the east long before he came to Rome.)  This was the place where one of the Popes met the Huns and convinced them not to sack Rome, even though I think they came back a few years later and did it anyway!  This is also the Cathedral of Rome – the only one.  Many people think that St. Peter’s is the Cathedral of Rome but it is not.  We sometimes forget that the Pope is two things for the church that are linked – he is the Holy Father of the Roman Catholic Church but he is also the Bishop of Rome.  These are two different although connected things.  So there are certain ceremonies that the Holy Father celebrates at St. Peter’s and some that he celebrates only at St. John Lateran.  

You can see the importance of this building but why do we celebrate the Dedication of this church – what is our connection to this building?  The connection and the reason for the celebration is that this Basilica is referred to as the “mother church of the whole inhabited world.”  This Feast is a celebration of this church in Rome as a reminder of our connections to the worldwide church.  Sometimes it may be easy for us to think of ourselves here in our corner of the world and forget that we are part of a bigger church.  This feast can be a good reminder that we are connected to our Diocese through Bishop Clark in Rochester.  Through Bishop Clark we are connected to Cardinal Egan (who ironically is the titular Bishop of St. John Basilica!) We are connected to the church throughout the world.  

The prayers for this day also remind us that as we celebrate the dedication of this church we celebrate that one day when we will be praying in the house of God that is heaven.  We pray here in our church and pray for the day that we will be able to pray to God in our heavenly home.  Some day we will be with God and receive from the altar of God in heaven.  The real blessing for us is that each in its own unique way our churches do allow us to see and think of heaven.  Each church has a personality and reflects a theme that will certainly be part of our heavenly experience.  The small community and intimacy of St. Mary’s is a reminder that we will be connected to everyone in heaven and even with the heavenly host we will still be close to God and see Him face to face.  St. Ann’s reminds us of the grandeur of what heaven may be like.  When we see the community come together all in one place we are reminded that we will all stand in one sanctuary of God in heaven.  Think of all the host of angels hovering overhead and you can look up and see what heaven may be like.  We know that heaven will be beyond all our imagination but what we have can be a slight indication of what is to come.  

At the masses this weekend we should take a moment to thank God for our communities.  We should take time to thank God for all our churches – homes from which to pray and build the family of God.  It is a time to remember those that we no longer use on a regular basis, St. Ignatius and St. Joachim.  These churches are still part of our community and are close the hearts of many people in our parish family.  We are blessed with choices in the environment in which we pray and receive the Sacraments.  We should also take some time to remember that we are part of a bigger church.  We can not opt out of that communion in the larger church.  We are the Roman Catholic Church and we do not have the right to say – “I like this part but I refuse to be connected to that part.”  This is not a buffet line where we can pick and choose our connections.  When we choose to remove ourselves from the larger church we are removing ourselves from our family and our connection to the community and therefore to God.  

One thing that has really changed a great deal over the years is that we do not just do Baptisms at night and at the Easter Vigil.  We also now welcome small children.  This weekend during the 10:30 mass we are welcoming a new member of our community.  Some people do not like it too much – they want it like the old days when it was done on a Saturday when no one was there.  We do not have to hide anymore.  We do not have to sneak around and be afraid.  We also welcome the child into our parish family – so the parish family should be there.  I hope that as we celebrate with the family and their new arrival that we will remember our own Baptism and remember that when we are Baptized into Christ we are Baptized into His church, our mother.  We are also Baptized into the whole church that is Catholic and the bride of Christ.
