3rd SUNDAY of EASTER
April 29, 2020

My plane ticket was ready for April 13, a day after Easter.  All my bags were packed and I was ready to go for my yearly vacation. I was looking forward to see my folks and friends again in the Philippines.  After having experienced long and cold winter I was ready to welcome the warmth of summer.  After having experienced the short days and long nights, I was ready to welcome the longer days and shorter nights.  After having experienced a year of work and adjusting to the life here in St. Pius X, I was ready to welcome a change to recreation and relaxation.  For me getting out of town on a vacation was a good way to deal with the burn-out that often accumulated throughout the year.  

Now I am still here quarantine in the rectory.  I want to go on vacation but Covid 19 hindered me from doing so.  My plans are cancelled until Covid 19 goes away.

In reading today’s Gospel one gets the impression that at least the two disciples had a similar plan – to take a vacation.  Things had not gone well in Jerusalem.  Their leader had been crucified, died, and was buried.  They must have been suffering from some sort of burn-out.  So they decided on a change of scenery.  They decided to leave the big city of Jerusalem.  They headed for a village called Emmaus which was about eleven kilometers away.

The Gospel indicates some of the signs of the burn-out: “Their faces (were) downcast.” When the spoke of Jesus there was a despondent tone to their voices: “our hope had been the he would be that one to set Israel free.”  They didn’t seem to have much hope now.

Are we not a lot like the two disciples on the way to Emmaus especially now in these days of pandemic that our faces are downcast?  Don’t we at this time of pandemic get a little down and are losing hope?  Aren’t we at this time of fear and uncertainty down right depressed?  So much so, that we feel we a need to end this terrible and contagious disease?  We need to see our friends again.  We need to go back to the same old routine as before.  But most especially we need a vacation to shake off these unwanted feelings.

We don’t know for sure if that’s what was happening inside the heads of the two disciples but it seems at least possible that they would be thinking and feeling that way.  And then they were joined on their journey by Jesus.  But they didn’t recognize him at first.  It was only later during the breaking of the bread that they knew who Jesus was.

Then there was a sudden change in their attitude.  It sounds like they snapped out of their depression right away.  They Gospel says: “They set out that instant and returned to Jerusalem.”  It sounds like they didn’t even hang around to finish their meal.

Something wonderful had happened to them.  They no longer were lacking of hope.  They were now full of faith and hope and didn’t need a vacation.  They returned to where the action was – to Jerusalem where “they found the Eleven assembled together with their companions.”

It must have been encouraging for them to hear that they were not the only ones to be visited by the Lord.  On their way back to Jerusalem they were probably wondering “How can we explain what has happened to us so that they will believe us?”  But they didn’t need any proof.  Their enthusiasm and their vitality spoke volumes.  “Yes, it is true” they were told.  The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon.”

Jesus appeared to Simon and to the rest of the disciples and explained to them, that to be disciples, they have to accept the bad as well as the good - the crucifixion as well as the resurrection.  The two go together to form the Paschal Mystery and they must accept both if they are to be witnesses and preach this message “to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.”

Witnessing to Jesus is more than telling people about the life of this great person who lived 2100 years ago.  Anyone can do that.  Witnessing to Jesus is more than testifying that Jesus is risen.  The soldiers guarding the tomb did that.

Witnessing to Jesus is testifying by our lives that the power of the risen Jesus has touched us and transformed us in the most remarkable way imaginable.  Witnessing to Jesus is letting Jesus speak through us to other people.

The most powerful force in the world is someone touched and transformed by the power of the Risen Christ.

Emerging from this dreaded time of pandemic are the heroes in the frontlines – the doctors, nurses, technicians, the care givers and generous people who help their fellow man and the least fortunate.  Of those heroes, who gave themselves totally to their patients, was a doctor who just died in the Philippines because of Covid 19.  Before he died, he commented on some of those people who influenced and motivated him to become a doctor and inspired him to give himself unconditionally to his work and to take care of his patients lovingly.  It is somewhat like this:
“As I look back upon my youth I realize how important to me was the help, understanding and courage so many people gave me.  These men and women entered my life and became powers within me.”  He continued – “they never knew it.  Nor did I perceive … their help at the time.”

And so witnessing to Jesus is testifying by our lives that the power of the risen Jesus has touched and transformed us.  It is letting Jesus speak through us to other people.

That was what happened to the two disciples after they recognized Jesus.  They were transformed and became witnesses to the Risen Christ.  They let Jesus speak through their vitality and enthusiasm.

No matter what plans we make for a vacation trip – the same “stranger” will accompany us along the way if we let him, in our heart. Be witnesses wherever you may go.  Let Jesus speak through you.

Cardinal Tagle once wrote in his Pastoral Letter something that addresses the very thing we have been reading about: 
“No matter how beautifully expressed, abstract ideas rarely move people.  But let a person come forward, a living person, capable of speaking from the heart; let truth flow from that person’s life, and let the person’s power be matched by an equal gift of love; then people will listen and the dawn of better days will brighten the skies.”

























4th SUNDAY of EASTER
May 3, 2020

I had the good fortune to travel to Israel in 2018 and one of the places we went to, was a vast of land where sheep abound.  We had the opportunity to see with our own eyes a shepherd tending his sheep.  According to our guide that shepherd was on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year, tending some 2,000 sheep.

The shepherd was completely alone except for his dog and the sheep. Once a week someone rode out to the distant hill country, to bring him food, and rifle shells.  He was alone and I guessed lonely but I again I guessed he had to time to ponder every question he had in his life.  Probably he had the time to clarify his values and to set his goals.  Mostly he was there to protect his sheep and ready to fight for them with his gun when wolves or wild animals came by.  I wondered if he was a Christian and read about Jesus the Good Shepherd.

The Bible uses the image of a shepherd to describe Jesus.  And now the shepherd in my story experienced first hand why the Bible uses that image. He probably learned firsthand what the qualities of a good shepherd are.

What are these qualities?  First of all, a good shepherd is a totally committed person.  A shepherd lives for the flock day after day, week after week, and month after month.  Shepherding isn’t just another job, like working in an office or clerking in a store.

Shepherding isn’t a job at all; it’s a way of life.  You don’t shepherd sheep because it’s a job to earn a living.  You shepherd sheep because it’s a job you love.

When Jesus called himself a good shepherd, he meant that he was committed to his flock 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year.

In other words, all of his energies and concerns were for the flock entrusted to his care.  Every moment of his life was dedicated to it.

This brings us to the second quality a shepherd must have.  Besides being deeply committed, a shepherd must be a caring person.

A shepherd’s satisfaction is tied up with the welfare of the flock.  When the flock is happy, the shepherd is happy.  When the flock is in pain, the shepherd is in pain.





There’s an old Jewish legend that explains why God chose Moses over all other people on earth to shepherd his flock, Israel.

One day Moses was shepherding some sheep that belonged to his father-in-law, Jethro.  Suddenly he spotted a lamb darting off through the underbrush.  Moses dropped everything and pursued it, least it be killed by wild animals or become lost.

He finally caught up with the lamb at a tiny stream of water; where it began to drink feverishly.  When it had finished, Moses scooped it up in his arms, saying. “Little one, I didn’t know you ran away because you were thirsty.  Your tiny legs must be tired.”  With that he placed the lamb on his shoulders and carried it back to the flock.

When God saw how caring Moses was he said to himself, “At last, I found the special person I have been searching for.  It will make Moses the shepherd of my people, Israel.”

It was the kind of person that Jesus was, also gentle and caring about each member of the flock.

This brings us to the final quality a good shepherd must have.  Beside being committed and caring, a shepherd must be courageous.

There’s a story in the First Book of Samuel about how young David volunteered to fight the Philistine giant, Goliath.  The king refuse to let David do it, saying, “You are only a youth, while he has been a warrior from his youth.”

David responded saying: “Your servant used to tend his father’s sheep, and whenever a lion or bear came to carry off a sheep from the flock, I would go after it and attack it and rescue the prey from its mouth … The Lord, who delivered me from the claws of the lion and the bear, will also keep me safe from this Philistine.”  1 Samuel 17:33-35,37

We know how that story turned out.  David defeated Goliath. 

I believe that the shepherd we witnessed in our travel, whether he is a Christian or not, knew about Jesus the Good Shepherd.  The Bible gave us Jesus the title of the Good Shepherd.

It was because Jesus had to a perfect degree the three qualities every shepherd must have.  He was committed, caring and courageous.  His sole concern was the flock his Father had entrusted to him.  Jesus is the model for all parents, all teachers, and others who have people entrusted to their care.



Let’s conclude by listening again, to the words of today’s Responsorial Psalm:

“The Lord is my shepherd; 
I shall not want. 
In verdant pastures he gives me repose; 
beside restful waters he leads me; 
he refreshes my soul.  
He guides me in right paths for his name’s sake.

“Even though I walk in the dark valley 
I fear no evil; for you are at my side with your rod and you staff that give me courage.

You spread the table before me in the sight of my foes;
You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.
Only goodness and kindness follow me all the days of my life;
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