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Several years ago, right around Easter, a well-known American magazine decided to publish a 
major article about religion. No, it was not a positive article about the way that churches help the 
poor, feed the hungry or educate children. 
 
No, this article was written by a sociologist who seemed to be rejoicing in the fact that more and 
more Americans have decided that they do not need to belong to a church or synagogue any 
more. They don’t need a religion. They don’t need to attend worship services or belong to a faith 
community. 
 
The author saw a sign of progress and maturity in the fact that so many modern Americans now 
say: “Oh, I am spiritual, but I’m not religious. I believe in God, but I don’t need to belong to 
some group in order to be a believer.” 
 
Newsweek gave us a similar article a few years later. Its title was straightforward. The title was:  
“Forget the Church: Just follow Jesus.” 
 
Now, when we are not having a pandemic, we Americans love our freedom. We love our ability 
to whatever we choose. We love the fact that our smart phones enable us to avoid actually 
interacting with people when we don’t want to. 
 
And, we bristle at the thought of someone else telling us what to do, challenging us in what we 
think, encouraging us to change our ways.  We’ve concluded that we, and we alone, will decide 
what will make us happy. 
 
We have become the wealthiest culture the world has ever seen; yet we are taking more and 
more anti-depressants. We are losing the ability to make commitments that last a lifetime. And 
we are committing suicide at record rates. “No one can tell me what to do!” But how is that 
working out for us? Could it be that we have forgotten something crucial? 
 
Perhaps that crucial thing is what we hear about in today’s reading. The Acts of the Apostles 
describes the lives of the first Christians in the days after Jesus’ death and resurrection. These  
disciples – the ones who had actually seen Jesus, and heard him – had a crucial choice to make 
after he died and rose. 
 
They could have returned to their former homes, and made a solitary, individual spiritual 
journey. In other words, they could go home and become the kind of people that were celebrated 



in that magazine article! They could have become “believers but not belongers.” They could 
have gone their separate ways, and lived their separate lives. 
 
But that’s not what they did. The Acts of the Apostles tells us what they did: “The community of 
believers was of one heart and one mind.”  The COMMUNITY. They worked together to 
proclaim the Gospel. They shared their possessions. They shared their work. They shared their 
lives. When they traveled in different directions to tell other people about Jesus, the first thing 
they did was to create communities there. And when difficult questions arose, they came back 
together, and prayed together for God’s guidance.  
 
They did not follow Jesus alone or in isolation – they created Church communities. They prayed 
and served together. They believed together. These eyewitnesses to Jesus’ life and ministry 
remembered that Jesus himself created a community of believers from the very start. He asked 
people to follow him…and they followed him together. They ate with him, prayed with him, 
learned from him. And when Jesus sent them out, he always sent them out two by two…never in 
isolation. 
 
Perhaps that is one of the reasons that Thomas has problems believing. Do you remember what 
we heard in this past Sunday’s Gospel?  John told us that on the first Easter Sunday, the disciples 
were together,  gathered as a community. And it was THERE, in the midst of that community, 
that Jesus appeared on that first Easter Sunday evening. The disciples rejoiced… together. 
 
And where was Thomas? He was somewhere else, not joined together with the earliest Christian 
community. He was disconnected from them in that moment. He was alone. 
 
Pay attention to this! Thomas, the one who has trouble believing, is the one who was not with the 
community. On the following Sunday, when Thomas was WITH the Christian community,  he 
“sees and believes.” There are some things we can only see and believe together! 
 
Whenever a child or adult is baptized, they are being welcomed into the Body of Christ, the 
Church, the community of believers. When a child is born, she or he is born into a family. That 
family will teach them, nurture them, encourage them, and challenge them. And while every 
human family is imperfect - made up of sinners - we also know that we cannot survive without 
family, without belonging. 
 
Similarly, when we are born again in the waters of baptism, we are born into a spiritual family. 
The Christian Church will work with parents to teach the children faith in Jesus, to nurture them 
in the Holy Spirit, to encourage them to faithfulness, and to challenge them with those parts of 
the Gospel that they would like to cut out and throw away. Every human family is imperfect; 
every church is imperfect, because every member of the church is a sinner. Even if you belonged 



to a church with only one member – YOU! – it would still be an imperfect church, because YOU 
are a sinner too! 
 
But we belong together, and we believe together. As members of the Church, we have to share 
life together. We pray together. We celebrate our rites of passage together. We celebrate our joys 
together. We carry one another’s crosses together. We hold each other accountable, and we 
challenge each other to greater holiness.  
 
If you make the journey of faith alone, how will you ever hear a sermon that makes you mad, or 
encounter a person whose example encourages you, or allow yourself to be drawn into a kind of 
service that you find difficult but rewarding?  
 
Christ calls us to make the journey toward heaven together.  Jesus created communities with his 
first followers. He asks us to take our place in his community now. He asked us, at the last 
supper, to gather together in memory of him. The saints of every century tell us that belonging to 
the church is crucial.  
 
During these days of quarantine, I hear people saying that they feel connected to their families 
and neighbors in a new way. When we live our daily, busy, crazy lives, it is so easy to ignore our 
neighbors, to never say hello, to never check on how our neighbor is doing. Quarantine is giving 
us a new sense of connectedness to our family and neighbors. 
 
And, quarantine is reminding us of how much we miss when we cannot gather for the celebration 
of the Sacraments. People have emailed me saying that they hunger for the Eucharist, they yearn 
for the Mass, they miss the community. Although the electronic media is helping us stay 
connected during this crisis, we Christians know that we are ultimately called to be together, 
walking with each other, sitting with each other at the table of the Lord. Maybe the absence of 
that opportunity will help us to never take the church community for granted. 
 
Heaven is going to be full of people.  Different kinds of people, all loving God and one another. 
So, in order to get there, we need to make that journey with lots of people too. I’m not sure how 
we’ll be ready for a heaven full of billions if we try to make the spiritual journey all alone. Jesus 
calls all of us to be the community of believers now – because it’s great practice for heaven! 
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