Sts. Peter and Paul
(By Xavier-Nader Sahyouni)

Sometimes I hear people say ‘I don’t like organized religion’, I want to answer them and say, “so I guess you would prefer ‘disorganized religion’?” 

Seriously though, what kind of church is God looking for? We get a bit of a glimpse from today’s scriptures. But to really understand the picture from today’s gospel and epistle, we need to get some of the historical background.

Today is the Sunday of Saints Peter and Paul. The epistle that was read is all about the Apostle Paul. The gospel is about the Apostle Peter. I’d like to take a look at both those passages today to see why they’re so important to the Church that they are included on the same day to be read year after year. 

At first glance you would think, OK what’s the big deal, those are historical figures that God used to start his church, of what importance is that to us today? What do these historical events of two thousand years ago have to do with life today? They laid the foundations and the church has been built up since then. But that is exactly the point of what we want to talk about. The church feels that there is enough importance for us to hear these passages year after year, and there is much much more here than just a recap of our origins. It’s not like hearing your family history passed down so you know what your roots are. There is much more here, and we’re going to look at some of what God is trying to tell us through these passages.

The first thing that is very clear from these passages for us today is that God chose men to build his church. Jesus told Peter that he would be the Rock on which he would build it. When God called Paul to be his apostle, he told him how much he would have to suffer to build his church, and as we read in the Epistle today, we know that Paul suffered a lot.  On top of all his physical suffering, he faced daily the pressure of his concern for all the churches and most of all, he is saying where the church suffers he himself suffers.  He says ‘who is weak and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn?’ 

When I read the things that Paul had to face with the problems of the people in the early church, I am just completely amazed. These are people who saw St. Paul do miracles right in front of their eyes. They saw amazing things. They felt and saw the Holy Spirit move with incredible power, and yet their churches were so full of problems and bickering that you’d think nothing has changed in 2000 years. You’ve probably heard the saying that goes “if you find the perfect church, don’t join it, you’ll ruin it”. 

The reality is that we are all broken sinful people, and just because we’re in the church does not make us perfect all of a sudden. Even Peter and Paul had a disagreement between them that is recorded in the New Testament.  The reality again is that we are all broken. We are all a work in progress.

In spite of all of that, in spite of all of humanity’s problems, God has chosen to build his church with us and through us. God chose that we should learn about him, that we should receive him, experience him, and know him in and through the church. The church is not a building. It is also not just an institution in the natural world. It has a supernatural component as well. Since it is natural and supernatural in nature it can be hard to describe, so St. Paul uses a number of ways to describe it. He describes it as a spiritual building and we are each a stone in that building, with Jesus as the cornerstone. He also describes the church as the body of Christ, with him as the head and we are his hands and feet and so on. In another description he describes the church as the bride of Christ, that the Holy Spirit is preparing for marriage to him. You see in all these descriptions it is clear that there is much more to the church that we see here on Sundays when we come to North Lake. There is a supernatural part as well that we are all a part of and that God has great interest in. 

You see God could easily have done things very differently. He could have made it that there is no church. He could have made it so that we only needed a straight connection with him, just me and God, that’s all. But he didn’t do that. He created men and women as social creatures. We need a sacramental connection. We need to live in community. We cannot live alone physically, we need each other. The same is true spiritually, we cannot live alone spiritually. We need each other spiritually, we need to support each other’s spiritual lives, encourage each other in our relationship with God, and we need to pray for each other that our faith would increase, otherwise we shrivel up and die. It’s like trying to have a BarBQue and using a bunch of coal. If you light the coals together, they will stay nice and hot, but if you move a piece of coal away from the others, it will cool down and its fire will die. 

It is the same with us spiritually. We need each other spiritually. When I think back about how much I was supported spiritually by those who were further along than I was, I am amazed. God was very generous with me. Without their help my spiritual journey would be weaker, and my relationship with God would have been much more vulnerable and much less alive. 

It is said that Christianity is much more caught than taught, and I’ve been very grateful to God that he has given me many friends along the way from whom I could catch more of Jesus. I want to describe to you some ways God has used people in the church to help me grow in my relationship with God.

First there is of course the chance to hear a sermon every Sunday, God has sometimes highlighted certain things to me. Where I know that I’ve had a question on my mind about God and the answer comes clearly through the sermon. On those occasions, it is clear that God has spoken, and they are wonderful occasions. 

Second, there is the chance to go to a study group. In a study group, there is the opportunity to learn from a presenter, but also the chance to discuss things. I love to discuss things about God. I feel like I internalize what I learn. Somehow it goes from my head to my heart.

In some of these groups, there is a practice of praying for each other, and that is an important aspect of how we support each other as a church, is that we pray for each other.

Third, I have been so lucky to have priests and others in my life who have been further along than me spiritually. They have been willing to spend time with me. It is possible to do that formally as well as informally. Formally I used to see a Jesuit at Loyola University, his name was Fr. Dave Hassle, and he was my spiritual director for many years. I would see him once a month and we would talk through the issues that I was facing spiritually. 

On an informal basis, I had a priest from our Diocese who took the time to invest in me, to hear me out, answer my questions, give me tapes to listen to, books to read, and so on. There were others as well who were not priests, who were further along than I was. Sometimes I would seek them out and other times they would take the initiative. Either way, it was fruitful. Some of these relationships were short lived, others lasted years. With some of them I connected infrequently, others more frequently.

Fourth, there are groups of men or women that get together on a regular basis, some formal groups and some informal. They talk about what God is doing in their lives and pray for each other.

I was talking to someone here in the church not long ago and they told me about a great evening they had, in a visit with Fr. Fouad. It was primarily a social visit, but they asked Father a simple question or two spiritually, and it led to a 2 hour discussion that felt very fruitful and satisfying. That is the church at work my friends. That is how God intended it to be. We gather around a meal, we talk about God’s activity in our lives, and as we do, we are built up.

Now we come to the most important part of this talk today. Maybe the most important decision you will make this year. How can you be a part of this living supernatural entity called the church in such a way that you receive life from Jesus through others and allow Jesus to give them life through you as well?

To start with, I encourage you to invite Father Fouad to your houses, and ask him questions. Make private appointments with him if the issues are more personal. Don’t wait until there’s a crisis to call him. I challenge you to call him in the next three days and make an appointment. There’s a study that says if you don’t act on a talk within three days you most likely won’t do anything with it. So my challenge to you is to do it now, don’t wait.

Another thing you can do is to find a spiritual director, a mentor, or a priest to meet with or a priest that you confess to on a regular basis. 

Finally, I am going to offer up a challenge to you. All of you who are leading the different ministries in this church, from the Parish Council to the choir, from NAMY, to MAYA, to Ambassadors, from the Ladies’ Society to the Spiritual Committee. Before you start your next meeting, take the time to pray the Our Father together. Pray it slowly, with special intent for the spiritual lives of the people in your group. 

If you want to benefit even more, take a few minutes and ask people to share what God has been doing in their lives. It doesn’t have to be forced, there is no need for everyone to feel like they have to share something, but if a few people will begin to share, you will be surprised how much God is actually doing in the lives of the people in this church. As we do this on a regular basis, we will be surprised at the changes that we see in each life individually and in our groups, as well as in the church as a whole. That is how we are going to be built into the church that God wants to see, it is through prayer for each other and supporting each other to go deeper in our relationship with God.

