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Homily for NACC Convention Mass

3rd Sunday of Easter—April 6, 2008
By Bishop Randolph R. Calvo
By way of a simple introduction, I was ordained and installed as the Bishop of Reno a little over two years ago.  Before assuming this office, I was a priest ministering in the Archdiocese of San Francisco for nearly twenty-nine years.  I was ordained in 1977, having completed my theological studies at St. Patrick’s Seminary in Menlo Park, California.  In my second year at the seminary, I did my pastoral field education at Stanford Hospital.  It was my formal introduction to the world of hospital chaplaincy and an experience that was challenging and unforgettable.  One incident in particular occurred soon after I started visiting patients on the floors.  I came across an elderly woman who wanted to dispense with the niceties of initial chatter and so she cut to the chase and asked me, “Why?  Why am I undergoing all this pain?  Why am I suffering this way?”  I suppose I was remotely ready for this kind of question, but I was taken aback by her look, which seemed to say, “Don’t give me any pious platitudes.  I don’t need pat answers.  I want a real one.”  It was a challenge to engage in an authentic dialogue of faith.  Needless to say, this was the subject of my first verbatim.
The ministry of a chaplain often involves walking with someone on the edge of life and death.  The issues that emerge have deep consequence.  Physicians may deal with questions such as “What is wrong with me?  How did this happen?  What can be done?  Will I be well again?”  But for pastoral ministers, the questions often revolve around a basic one, “Why?”  In a real sense, this is a theological question, one that deals with ultimate meaning and purpose.  But its response does not admit of abstraction, but demands one that is specific, here and now, concerning this particular person and his or her relationship to God.  
I notice that the plenary sessions at this convention all elaborate on the basic theme, “Ministry as Gift and Challenge”.  One challenge for those ministering to the sick is making sense or deriving meaning from their experience of illness and suffering.  With this challenge comes the gift of what I would call the pastoral art of interpretation.

The Gospel today is familiar to us: Two disciples were on the road to Emmaus.  They were talking about the events that just occurred in Jerusalem and they were feeling downcast.  Appearing as a stranger to them, the risen Christ joined them and, after asking them what they were discussing, he chided them for looking at what happened only at face value.  They needed to go beyond the facts of an event to understand its meaning.  And so, as Luke’s Gospel says, “he interpreted to them what referred to him in the Scriptures.”  The events the disciples recounted demanded interpretation, if they were to experience its life-giving significance.  And as Christ was interpreting for them the meaning of what had happened, their heart burned within them and eventually they were able to recognize Christ in the breaking of bread.
Jesus hung on a cross and died.  This event left the disciples frightened and disappointed.  It is hard for us in the 21st century to appreciate how Jesus’ death by crucifixion was such a scandal for the disciples.  He rose from the dead and was seen by some of the disciples.  In itself, this was astounding, frightening at first, and even troubling.  So this event also needed interpretation.  That’s why our readings today—Peter’s address at Pentecost in the Acts of the Apostles, the First Letter of Peter, the Gospel story--all are full of interpretation about the resurrection event.   

Now when I talk about interpretation I hope you do not misunderstand me and think that interpretation is all about spin.  It is not about putting a silver lining on harsh reality, but of reflecting deeply on our faith, opening ourselves to the Holy Spirit in seeking to understand God’s action in our lives.  It is the response of faith that brings meaning to what is happening to us and to others.

I use the term, “art of interpretation”, to describe one of the challenges and gifts of our ministry.  Like all art, it involves a certain mastery—of human relations, of spiritual matters, of the human condition, and of questions of faith.  It takes a skill of engaging in a conversation of faith, one that is attentive, perhaps intuitive and definitely open to the other person and to the Holy Spirit.  We each bring our specific, personal gifts to this art of interpretation: our experiences, our knowledge, our personality, our reflections and our journey on our own road to Emmaus.  It is an art; it’s not like painting with numbers, where we have ready answers to questions that arise from the depths of one’s soul.
I remember hearing someone describe the Acts of the Apostles as the unfinished work of the New Testament; that is, chapters continue to be written as we the Church carry out our mission through the power of the Holy Spirit given at Pentecost.  In the first reading today from the Acts of the Apostles, we hear of Peter standing with the Eleven before the crowd and proclaiming—interpreting--for the people the meaning of Christ’s death and resurrection in light of the Hebrew Scriptures.  Today we still proclaim and interpret the dying and rising of Christ in our own lives, not only before a gathering of people, but as we sit next to someone sick in bed or as we visit a patient in a hospital room.  As Peter centuries ago relied on the gifts the Holy Spirit gave to the disciples, so we also rely on the Holy Spirit’s gift to our ministries, so that we might meet the challenge of bringing the hope and love of God to our brothers and sisters who face illness, pain, loss, isolation and suffering. 
