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23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
The Communal Relationship
Some of my best memories from college came from being involved in the St. Vincent dePaul Society.  Today’s Gospel brought those memories back to me, because Christ’s words were the opening prayer we recited at each meeting.  We always said: “Let us reflect on the words of Our Lord Jesus Christ, recalling his unity and presence among us: “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”  
Unity is the key.  Solidarity.  In a task so overwhelming as caring for the poor, we needed to be reminded of Christ’s promise to hear and answer our prayers.  We all need the same reminder.  In our day when the individual is considered all-powerful, when a “personal relationship with Jesus” is ranked above everything else, we need to be reminded that Jesus ranked the community of believers above the individual and that he stressed time and again the need to have a communal relationship with him.  
Personal prayer is important of course.  When teaching the need to be humble in prayer, Jesus advised his disciples to  “go to your room, lock the door, and pray to your Father in secret” (Matt 6:6).  Jesus himself spent many hours praying alone on mountaintops or in the wilderness.  Faith must be a personal act also.  As St. Paul wrote, we must confess with our lips and believe in our hearts that Jesus is Lord (Romans 10:9).  Like the apostles, when Jesus says to us “follow me,” we must make the decision ourselves to be his disciple.  

But we are never alone.  We must always be part of the community of believers.  We must first and foremost have a communal relationship with Jesus.  That goes for the way we pray and the faith we profess.  

These words of Jesus—“where two or three are gathered together in my name”—explain why worshiping at Mass each week is a precept of the Church, something so essential to our relationship with Jesus that we cannot go without it.  These words explain why we have prayer groups and prayer chains for people in need.  These words explain why Jesus told his disciples: “this is how you are to pray: Our Father” (Matt 6:9).  These words also explain why we ask the saints to pray for us as well as praying directly to Jesus.  The more, the better!  
Why do we profess our faith together at Mass?  Why can we not baptize ourselves or confirm ourselves when we are ready?  Because our faith is also a communal relationship with Jesus.  We do not interpret the Bible individually or say that “scripture alone” is our rule for life because Jesus never said this.  Instead, he gave us a family, the Church, a living, growing body of believers through whom we live and grow closer to Jesus.  From the Church we received the faith.  Through the Church we must pass it on.  
This brings up my final point.  A communal relationship with Jesus does not include only those believers living on earth at this time.  Death is not an obstacle to the body of believers any more than it was an obstacle for Jesus, who rose from the dead.  To pray and profess our faith in community means to be one with all the believers who lived before us and with those to come.  

This means we pray in community with them.  The Mass is structured a certain way because we are praying essentially the same communal prayer that Jesus taught to his disciples.  Through 2000 years of history, we can draw a line back to Jesus himself through the worship that all believers have shared with him: the holy Mass.  Our updated translation of the Mass this Advent will better capture in English this same worship that has been offered in so many languages since that first Mass was prayed in Aramaic at the Last Supper.  
And ever since that Last Supper, the Catholic Church has professed one faith.  We continue to profess our faith in community with all believers before us.  All of our beliefs are present in seed form in the faith the apostles expressed: purgatory, honor to Mary, intercession of the saints, respect for all stages of life, the leadership of the pope, the Real Presence of Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament, celibacy, marriage, you name it!  
As Catholics, we often have trouble explaining the continuity of our pray and faith with the practice of Jesus and the apostles, not because the evidence is lacking but because we find so much of it!  Like a fish trying to explain the existence of water, we are surrounded by the prayer and faith that Catholics have taken part in since the time of Jesus, and we are not always sure where to begin explaining it.  

I will be helping you in the months and years ahead to put it all into words.  The more I learned during my years of study for priesthood, the more excited I became about this connection we share with believers of all times and places in the prayers we pray and the faith we profess.  I enjoy World Youth Days so much because they are a visible sign of this community, of the “two or three”—actually, two or three million!—gathered together in Jesus’ name.  
We continue praying today with confidence, knowing that if we agree about anything for which we are to pray, it shall be granted by our heavenly Father.  We profess our faith with confidence, knowing that where two or three are gathered together in Jesus’ name, he is there in the midst of them.
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