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John 20:19-23

In today’s Gospel, Jesus says to the disciples, “Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.” The usual sermon for this verse would be on confession/reconciliation—all my research pointed to that track. But I think Jesus was talking about giving his disciples authority. He was ordaining these people, giving them the power to lead his church on earth. This transfer of leadership continues today when a priest is ordained and assigned to a parish.

Priests are compared to shepherds, but did you ever really think about that job? Pretty tough, I would say. The sheep don’t get a map; they have to rely on the shepherd for direction. They don’t know the final destination or how long it will take to get there. They just know they’re hungry and thirsty, and they’re depending on their boss to get those needs met. Sheep follow the shepherd’s voice, sometimes getting out of line or getting lost or putting themselves in danger by venturing out alone. Nope, it can’t be easy for the shepherd.

Same way with priests: we depend on them for direction. We want them to meet our spiritual and, sometimes, temporal needs. We want them to be perfectly holy, yet approachable; wise, yet unworldly; understanding, yet unaffected by the opinions of others. We ask a lot. Most of all, we want leadership. And, yet, when the pastor leads, there’s a backlash, and it becomes “personal.”

Let’s say you were applying for a driver’s license. What would you have to do? You’d study for the written test; you would be required to pass the test. Then you would practice driving, take the driving test with a qualified examiner in the car, and have to pass that test. You don’t get your license until you jump through every hoop, and you don’t complain. You don’t take it personal when you don’t pass either the written or driving test. You just start studying again.

I believe the job of every person in church leadership is to encourage and enable “full and active participation” of the parishioners. That’s what the Catholic Church wants: full and active participation of everyone who walks through its doors. If the pastor asks for that, if he insists, if he calls you to get out of your comfort zone and fulfill your Catholic obligation, he’s just doing his job. It’s not personal; it’s his God-given job. Don’t you want a pastor who does what he is supposed to do? Would you want it any other way? He wouldn’t be doing what he was ordained to do and not worth his salt. Would you respect him? I don’t think so.


