Spiritual Life
Fifth Sunday in Easter
By: Fr. Bob
A missionary in Africa lived in his central mission which had a small
electric plant to supply current for his church and small rectory. Some
natives from an outlying mission came to visit the padre. They noticed
the electric light hanging from the ceiling of his living room. They
watched wide-eyed as he turned the little switch and the light went on.
One of the visitors asked if he could have one of those bulbs. The
priest, thinking he wanted it for a sort of trinket or bauble, gave him a
burned-out bulb. On his next visit to the outlying mission the priest
stopped at the hut of the man who had asked for the bulb. Imagine the
priest’s surprise when he saw the bulb hanging from an ordinary
string. He had to explain that one had to have electricity and a wire to
bring the current to the bulb.
On this fifth Sunday in Easter time we continue to learn how different
we are, how changed we should be because of the power of Christ’s
resurrection. We read of how the early community, as recounted in the
Acts of the Apostle, lived a different level of life, were transformed
and untied with one another. Illustrating this change is the new relationship with Paul. Previously he had “uttered murderous threats” and
had created a hostile environment. But now, changed by his incorporation into Jesus Christ, Paul and the community were one and were
connected to one another. The belonged to one another and acted like
it—they cared for one another and as the author of the second reading
urges us, loved one another and remained in Christ—connected to
Him.
Phil Cousineau, in an article entitled “Soul is a Verb” talks about
“soulful moments.” He talks about communal meals, teaching another
as a teacher or coach or a mentor. Writing a letter to another to attending an art exhibit or a music performance or a poetry reading. These
moments seem to make us connected and underline that we belong to
something.
But Cousineau suggests, a lot of movement in today's life is away
from this and away from others. That, he says, is part of the American
myth of individualism. We are lone wolves, us against the world—
individually, or sometimes as small, nuclear family. But the price we
pay is a tremendous solitude and isolation.
On a hopeful note, Cousineau thinks that there is a revival of interest
in reconnecting ourselves to the neighborhood, toward community
action, political activity, reattaching with our family, our past, our
ancestors. It is a curious notion that this kind of soulful life, connected
life, tends not to be too consumed with future or evolution; instead,
soul moves us backward, where we begin to contemplate the past.
As a matter of fact there is even an inspiring movement in architecture
right now toward green design, in which architects and designers are
reconsidering the material they use for buildings, the longevity of

buildings, how buildings fit in with the landscape, the community, the
spirit of the place. This attitude nurtures the soulful essence of contemporary life by re-minding people of their connectedness to the rest
of life.
Jesus’ way is to connectedness. The vine is the image—and it’s simple. Just as the light bulb can’t work without being connected and the
leaf of the vine withers unless it is connected, so too we need to belong to one another and realize our connectedness in order to survive.
Jamaka Highwater, the Native American writer, makes a distinction
that is helpful for those of us today mired in the cult of individualism.
He says that in Native American tradition, they didn’t so much believe
in the individual soul as they did in the collective soul. The word he
uses is orenda. This can mean either of two things: the tribal soul or
the tribal flame. Native tribes and also some African tribes believed
that the soul of a clan, a tribe, or a village is flamelike, and it rises and
falls. It’s at its strongest when people are living for a common cause.
When they are performing ritual together and praying together and
hunting and reaming together the flame is at its strongest. That way of
life is called “the red road.” But if you turn away from the collective
and you’re only interested in yourself or the few souls around you, its
called walking “the black road,” which is the road of selfishness and,
often, violence.
The challenge of our Easter story, and this Easter season, is to walk in
the way of the Savior. We are called to realize that because of our
Baptisms we belong to our God and to one another.
The task of belonging to one another might seem daunting—being
only for ourselves might sound freeing—indeed some connect our
freedom with the right and the permission to care only for ourselves.
The reality is that sharing in one another’s life means also sharing in
one another’s burdens.
Knowing that I am not alone in my pain and in my failure as well as in
my resurrections and victories lightens my life and frees me in unbelievable ways.
To know that the one next to me is like me because of our common
calling and history and destiny is what makes us whole.
And so we look about us this week and look for the ways in which we
belong to one another and are responsible for one another and have
created one another. We look and see the vine weaving through, the
life of Jesus nourishing us and strengthening us a holding us close. We
rejoice in the power it gives us to love.
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