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5th Sunday of Easter 2014 Byzantine 

Christ is risen! The Spirit blows where it wills, but one of the most common 

temptations of those who have faith is to bar its path and drive it in one direction 

or another. This is what Pope Francis said last week in one of his week-day 

homilies at Mass, and it’s a message that we need to hear today as we reflect on 

the gospel reading of Jesus and the Samaritan woman.  The Spirit blows where it 

wills, but one of the most common temptations of those who have faith is to bar 

its path and drive it in one direction or another. 

This is a temptation, Pope Francis says, that was not alien even in the early days 

of the Church, as the experience of primitive Christian community in the Acts of 

the Apostles shows. A community of pagans, Gentiles, non-Torah-observing 

Greeks, had welcomed the announcement of the Gospel and St. Peter was an 

eyewitness to the descent of the Holy Spirit on them. First he hesitated to make 

contact with what he had always considered "unclean" and then he suffered 

harsh criticism from the Christians of Jerusalem who were shocked by the fact 

that their leader had eaten with the "uncircumcised" and had even baptized them. 

There was a moment of internal crisis within the Christian community as to who 

might and who might not belong to God and to God’s people:  It was as 

unthinkable for them to open the doors to dirty Gentiles as it would be for us to 

open the doors to Martians, the pope suggested:  But "if tomorrow an expedition 

of Martians came, and some of them came to us, here... Martians, right? Green, 

with that long nose and big ears, just like children paint them... And one of these 

Martians says, 'But I want to be baptized!' What would happen?"  What would we 
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do?  Probably hesitate, wondering what would be the right thing to do, and the 

pope was clear about what we should do: we should baptize that Martian! 

 

When we believe in the Lord Jesus, it means that we are called to act like he 

acted and to do what he did.  And what we see over and over again in the life 

and work of Jesus is how he kept on opening doors for people- all kinds of 

people, especially people who didn’t fit in, people who were compromised, 

people who were outside the lines, so to speak.  He kept on opening doors so 

that they might be able to discover God in their lives and so they could move 

beyond where they were caught.  The story of his encounter with the Samaritan 

woman at the well, which we read today, is a prime example of what this looks 

like-  Jesus, the Jewish rabbi, sitting alone with a morally compromised, multi-

divorced, remarried heretical woman who is now living with her boyfriend, and he 

is sitting there not wagging his finger at her, not serving as gate-keeper closing 

the door to her, but  telling her that all she needs to do is to ask and she will be 

given streams of living water that will well up inside her.  That’s quite amazing. 

 

But our problem is that is precisely here that we often balk, we often delay, we 

often worry that we’re being unfaithful if we are too open, too welcoming, too 

merciful.  But Pope Francis reassures us: "When the Lord shows us the way, 

who are we to say, 'No, Lord, it is not prudent! No, lets do it this way'... Who are 

we to close doors? In the early Church, and even today, there is the ministry of 

the ostiary [usher]. And what did the ostiary do? He opened the door, received 
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the people, allowed them to pass. But it was never the ministry of the closed 

door, never," the Pope says. 

 

And how do we know when to move beyond the ways we have been thinking and 

acting for a long time.  Again Pope Francis  points us in the direction we need to 

go.  He tells us God has left the guidance of the Church "in the hands of the Holy 

Spirit."  Just think about that for a moment- it’s a very radical idea- the Church is 

in the hands of the Spirit and that “Holy Spirit”, the Pope says, “keeps the Church 

going, keeps the Church moving forward. More and more, beyond the limits, 

onwards. The Holy Spirit with His gifts guides the Church. You cannot 

understand the Church of Jesus without this Paraclete, whom the Lord sends us 

for this very reason. And He makes unthinkable choices,” “unimaginable” 

choices! To use a word of St. John XXIII: it is the Holy Spirit that updates the 

Church. . . and keeps it going. And we Christians must ask the Lord for the grace 

of docility to the Holy Spirit. Docility in this Spirit, who speaks to us in our heart, 

who speaks to us in all of life’s circumstances, who speaks to us in the Church's 

life, in Christian communities, who is always speaking to us."  As we find 

ourselves half-way through the great 50 Days between Pascha/Easter and 

Pentecost, we should be asking ourselves: How will the Spirit empower us to do 

the works of Jesus, yes, even greater works, in our own day?   

I recently came across two articles talking about what people are looking for 

today, what they are yearning for.  One article entitled, “Young Evangelicals 

getting High”, claimed that young evangelical Christians are being attracted to 
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“high” forms of Christianity- Catholicism, Anglicanism and Lutheranism.  They are 

discovering that they want and they need things like liturgy and structure and 

tradition.  The kids who leave evangelical Protestantism are looking for 

something more than hotter jeans, better coffee, and more up-to-date music in 

church. What they are looking for is an intellectually responsible theology, 

membership in a community that transcends time, place and race, an historic 

rootedness, something greater than themselves, and ordained men and women 

who will be spiritual leaders and not merely listeners and buddies and story-

tellers. What these kids are looking for is a God who can elicit awe and 

reverence, a Jesus who demands of them radical discipleship, and a Spirit who 

calls them to listening and obedience. They are looking for a true, deep, and 

intellectually robust spirituality rooted in tradition, embodied in liturgy and lived 

out sacramentally and in community. 

 

The second article I read was describing  that wider group of young people called 

the “millenials” and the kind of religious space and community they are looking 

for.  What they too really want from the church is not simply a change in style but 

a change in substance. They want an end to the culture wars. They want a truce 

between science and faith. They want to be known for what Christians stand for, 

not what we are against. They want to ask questions that don’t have 

predetermined answers. They want churches that emphasize an allegiance to the 

kingdom of God over an allegiance to a single political party or a single nation. 

They want our LGBT friends to feel truly welcomed in our faith communities. 
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They want to be challenged to live lives of holiness, not only when it comes to 

sex, but also when it comes to living simply, caring for the poor and oppressed, 

pursuing reconciliation, engaging in creation care and becoming peacemakers. 

 

If this is what is happening in the religious world around us, what then is our task, 

our work at this specific moment in history?  Two things, I would suggest: First, 

our task is to be a community of what Pope Francis called “ostiaries” or “ushers”- 

people who stand at the door, and stand there not shutting it in the faces of 

people, but opening it, receiving people, welcoming them to come inside, so that 

maybe, just maybe they can find Christ in our midst and discover the God their 

hearts are actually yearning for even when they can’t name Him.   

 

Secondly, our task is to listen, and to listen in two directions- to listen to what 

people are actually saying, to try to hear what they are longing for, and at the 

same time to listen for the voice of God’s Spirit and to learn to be, as the Pope 

says, “docile” to that voice.  Our work as Christians is to learn to be obedient to 

what the Spirit is doing right now in our midst, where the Spirit is leading and 

pulling us next.  These, I think, are our two big tasks as the people of God.  Open 

Doors and Open Ears! This is something that we are not going to accomplish 

overnight, but if Jesus is truly risen from dead, it is something that we can do!  

Christ is risen! 

 


