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14th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C
The 72
First, I want to assure you that even though I am wearing glasses, I am indeed Fr. Eric.  Because I hear comments every week that I look like a high school student, I decided to find a way to look older.  So naturally, my first thought was to imitate Fr. Gary.  I thought about growing a mustache, thinning my hair a little, or maybe adding some wrinkles to my face.  But since God will make most of those changes to my appearance by the time I reach Fr. Gary’s age in three decades, I decided to wear my glasses instead.

 Anyway, the point is that my identity is the same.  I am still Fr. Eric.  I bring this up because we need to figure out the identity of an entire group of people today: the 72.  Who are these people sent out by Jesus?  What do the Scriptures tell us about them?

The first Church historian, named Eusebius, says that he could not find a list of their names anywhere, either in Scripture or in Tradition.  He does say that Tradition has identified a few people with this group of 72.  Barnabas, the missionary with St. Paul, was supposedly one of them.  Matthias, who replaced Judas among the 12 Apostles, and Joseph Justus, his runner-up in the election, were also included (Ancient Christian Commentary on the Scriptures: Luke, page 171).  It seems these 72 were long-term disciples who had witnessed the whole career of Jesus up to his Ascension.   Matthias and Justus met those criteria set by St. Peter in the Acts of the Apostles (1:21-23).  
The number of these long-term disciples, 72, also reveals to us who they are.  72 was the number of nations inhabiting the earth in the Book of Genesis (10:2-31).  70 elders were chosen in the Book of Numbers to assist Moses, although 2 missed the official gathering.  Those elders received a portion of God’s spirit which empowered Moses, and they became leaders (Numbers 11:16-25).  70 or 72 scholars were said to have translated the Old Testament from Hebrew into Greek under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  

Jesus chose 72 disciples to teach them who they are.  They are missionaries to all the nations.  They are his assistants, filled with the Holy Spirit.  They are meant to preach the Gospel and to transmit the Word of God in the Scriptures to future generations.  
These 72 are also heralds.  Just a few verses back in St. Luke’s Gospel, Jesus began his long journey to Jerusalem, and he sent messengers ahead of him to announce his arrival (9:51).  Today Scripture says that Jesus “appointed seventy-two others whom he sent ahead of him in pairs to every town and place he intended to visit” (10:1).  This is the job description for a herald: to announce the arrival of a king.  Their job is also to prepare the people to meet the king.  The 72 prepare people for Jesus by curing the sick, announcing the kingdom of God, casting out demons, and wishing peace on every household.  

Finally, the 72 are also witnesses.  Jesus sent them in pairs, because testimony under Jewish Law had to be verified by at least two witnesses.  They are witnesses of who Jesus is and of what he does, and they must share this testimony with the world. 

So who are the 72?  Let’s put the facts together.   They are long-term, committed disciples sent to prepare the way for Jesus by a ministry of preaching and teaching the Word of God, of healing, and of making peace, also called reconciliation.  They are missionaries filled with the Holy Spirit who are sent ultimately to all the nations as witnesses to who Jesus is and to what he does.  They are priests of the new covenant.  

It comes as no accident, I think, that Fr. Gary and I arrived at St. Mary’s together: two-by-two for the ministry.  That has reminded to me to follow the orders Christ gave the 72 in today’s Gospel.  Those same orders were also used by the Second Vatican Council to describe the ministry of priests (see Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests).  Preaching the Gospel ranked first, then celebrating Mass and the sacraments, then teaching, followed by care of the poor, and so on.  
But notice which order Christ gave first of all to the 72.  He told them, before any other concern, to “ask the master of the harvest to send out laborers for his harvest” (Luke 10:2).  He told them to pray for more priestly vocations.  The reason we must pray for more is that much work needs to be done.  
As the Church and the world have grown larger, even more work remains to be done.  More than ever we need more priests to carry out Christ’s commands.  My plea to each of you is to find one man or boy you can picture as a priest and to encourage him.  If he hears it from many of us, he should get the idea that God is calling him.  I was able to accept the priesthood because many good people had suggested it to me.  Please suggest a priestly vocation this week so that these men called by Christ can accept their vocation, like the 72 disciples he chose in the beginning.  

Rev. Eric Culler 

