Rite of Election of Catechumens/Call to Continuing Conversion 
(153: 65 catechumens, 88 candidates; 29 parishes)

(Homily for Readings: Dt. 6:1-7; Rom.8:14-17,26-27; John 15:9-17)

February 22, 2015     3:00 p.m.     St. Augustine Cathedral
We’ve just listened to these three beautiful Readings from God’s Holy Word.  I’d like to offer just a couple thoughts about each of them.

Our First Reading was from the Book of Deuteronomy---the last of the first five Books in the Old Testament known as the Torah---the Law.  In this Reading, Moses---the Leader and Teacher---had just come back down from Mt. Sinai where God had given him the Ten Commandments.  After Moses read and explained each of those 10 basic commandments to the people, we heard this passage:  “These then are the commandments, the statutes and decrees which the Lord, Your God, has ordered that you be taught to observe.”  Moses went on to explain why God had given the Commandments.  It was because God wanted His chosen people to be happy and, in the words of the Reading, “to have long life in the land flowing with milk and honey.”
In other words, God’s commands were signs of His love.  That’s why Moses went on to sum up those 10 Commands this way: “Hear O Israel!  The Lord is our God, the Lord alone! Therefore you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and with all your strength.”  
For good and faithful Jews, this is the prayer that they pray every day---this is the prayer that marks their doorposts---this is the prayer that they wear on their persons---this is the prayer that is supposed to guide all their other choices. 

From our Christian perspective, we know that it was 2000 years later when Jesus, Whom we sometimes call the “new Moses,” did that same thing when He was asked which of all the 613 Jewish commands/laws was the most important, gave the same answer with a fairly major addition:  “The greatest of all the commandments is to love God with your whole heart, soul, mind and strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself.  On these two commandments, the entire Law is based.”  These two commands compose the one that is most important.
My dear Catechumens and Candidates, becoming Catholic is about so much more than following the Commandments, and obeying the Church regulations and accepting the teachings of the Church.  It is all those things, but so much more.  Just as God gave Moses the 10 Commandments as a sign of His love ---His concern---for His people, so too the Church teaches dogmas, and provides regulations, for one primary reason: so that we can find the happiness God intends for each of us to have---so that we can enter into a loving and personal relationship with Him through Jesus and His Church---and ultimately, so that we can live our lives in this world in such a way that we will be able to receive the reward of life eternal in Heaven.

That’s why Moses said to the people:  “Take to heart these words….Drill them into your children….Speak of them at home and away....whether you are busy or at rest.”
Just as I hope we can all look to our primary relationships of our family and not just think about the list of family rules that there might have been but rather about the love that was the foundation of our family relationships, so too that is the way we need to see why our God gives us Commandments----because of His unconditional and unending love for us.  The reason why we should follow God’s Commandments is not out of fear or being obliged, but out of that sense of our deep love with all our mind, heart and strength for God.

In today’s Second Reading, we heard St. Paul remind us that through our baptism, we enter into a special, intimate relationship with Jesus---we enter into His death and resurrection, and we share in His victory over sin and death.  Baptism gives us “a spirit of adoption through which we cry ‘Abba, Father!’….We are children of God…and heirs with Christ.”
For you 65 Catechumens who will be baptized at the Easter Vigil, you will be experiencing this new, and life-changing relationship with God for the first time.  You will soon rejoice in being able to not just see God as some far-off, distant all-powerful Being, but because of baptism you will see Him as the one who created you, and the one who loves you unconditionally.  

Why you have chosen to respond to God’s invitation to be baptized at this point in your life is not nearly as important as the fact that you have made that decision, and God---your Father/our Father---is so very pleased that you will soon be a baptized Catholic and Child of God our Father.

For you 87 Candidates who are being called to “continuing conversion” today, you are already “baptized Christians” and part of God’s Holy Family.  However, God has been at work in your life in ways known only to yourself which has brought you to the point that you have asked to become Catholics, and to be received into full communion with the Church.  At the Easter Vigil, you will make a Profession of Faith, be given the special Gift of the Holy Spirit in Confirmation.  

For all 153 of you, those beautiful words of St. Paul apply to each of you:  “The Spirit (of God) comes to the aid of our weakness… (and) intercedes for the holy ones according to God’s will.”
Our Holy Father, Pope Francis, wrote a beautiful Message to the Church as the season of Lent began.  He talked about how we---(and that means all of us: catechumens, candidates and fully-professed Catholics)---have to guard against a spirit of what he calls “indifference.”  He talked about how we sometimes are indifferent to the needs of those around us---maybe we’re just so distracted or busy with our own responsibilities and activities that we don’t take the time to notice the needs of others in our own lives.  Beyond that, he was also talking about how we can be indifferent to the needs of the poor---to the injustices taking place in the world---to acts of racism against people because of the color of their skin; to acts of violence against people in our relationships through domestic violence of any sort; to the self-destructive acts we might be involved in because of drug use, alcohol abuse, or obsession with pornography; and of course most frightening of all, indifferent to the plight of people who are being brutally murdered---martyred---because of their religion, their ethnic background, their political views.

My dear Friends, these are challenging days for all of us who are people of faith.  For those of you on the way to becoming Catholics and for those of us who are Catholics, we must truly adhere to the words of Jesus who urged all of us in today’s Gospel passage:  “Remain in my love.”  Jesus has encountered Evil personified and won the battle.  Jesus has destroyed the ultimate power of sin and death, which we will remember in a special way during the Easter Triduum of Holy Thursday, Good Friday and Holy Saturday; He has won the Victory for us which we will celebrate at Easter.
As Jesus told us today: “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.  You are my Friends.”  And that is why, dear Friends in Christ, that we must do what Jesus challenges us to do:  “Love one another.”---those who are near and dear to us, those who are far away from us, those with whom we might have some differences of opinion, or even those who have offended or mis-treated us.

Pope Francis tells us in his lenten message that Lent is the time for us to become more like Christ.  That’s quite a challenge, but that’s really the challenge that each of us who are baptized are called to live up to.  Our Holy Father tells us:  “This happens whenever we hear the Word of God and (whenever) we receive the sacraments, especially the Eucharist.  There we become what we receive: the Body of Christ.  And in this Body, there is no room for…indifference.”

My dear family of faith, this is a truly happy and joyful day.  For those 153 of you who are about to be “Chosen” and “Elected”, as well as for those of us who have already been “called”---those gifts from God---the Holy Scriptures and the sacraments of the Church, especially the Eucharist--- are there for us to help us to be less indifferent and to become more like Christ. Let us choose to hear God’s Word and stay close to Jesus through the Catholic Church so that, as Moses promised, we can have long life; and as St. Paul told us, we can cry out with confidence “Abba Father,” and that with Jesus, we can “Remain in His Love as His chosen Friends.”
God bless you now and always!
