“COURAGE” MINISTRY

Article 12 – November 2002

Brendan Scarce

Sunday : A Day of Celebration & Thanksgiving

Introduction

Courage is first and foremost a spiritual programme and way of life.  It is a spirituality of costly grace, the grace that Dietrich Bonhoeffer describes in   ‘Life Together’.  To be a Courage member is to be in discipleship. 

Since the Liturgy is the most important prayer of the Church and as such challenges our inclination to rugged individualism, it is useful to reflect on the meaning of Sunday.  This is particularly important for Courage members who by attending Courage meetings and functions are saying goodbye to the attractions of the gay lifestyle and culture.  The same sex attractions and desires do not fade away of themselves.  A new lifestyle is required.  Spiritual reading, healthy living habits, new recreational pursuits, different spending goals, new accommodation, new friends and regular attendance at Sunday Mass are the issues that confront the Courage member in making the choice for a new life in Christ.

For many Courage members the sacredness of the Sunday is already a given, but not every Courage member has been faithful in the observance.  Within the Catholic Church in Australia, and arguably in the Western World, there has been a falling off in Mass attendance and a definite cultural shift towards a secularization of Sundays.  (See Catholic Leader 7th and 14th July 2002). In the Brisbane Archdiocese, only 13% of Catholics attend Mass.  This failure of so many Catholics to worship suggests that there is either little sense of the sacredness of Sunday, or just plain ignorance.

Pope John Paul’s Challenge

In 1998 Pope John Paul wrote an  Apostolic Exhortation, Dies Domini, on keeping Sunday holy.  The whole letter is a brilliant apology for recognizing the importance of Sunday.   The Pope challenges the prevailing culture of secularization and emphatically asserts the absolute importance of obeying the Lord in keeping holy the first day of the week.  He asks that the disciples of Christ avoid any confusion between the celebration of Sunday and the “weekend” understood as a time of simple rest and relaxation.  He writes that   this will require a genuine spiritual maturity which will enable Christians to “be what they are” in full accordance with the gift of faith.  In this way they will be led to a deeper understanding of Sunday.

Reminding us of Vatican II’s reform of the Liturgy, John Paul writes that “Christian believers should come together in order to commemorate the suffering, Resurrection and glory of the Lord Jesus by hearing God’s Word and sharing the Eucharist.” They should also “give thanks to God who has given them new birth to a living hope through the Resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” (1 Peter 1:13-21). Note 6.

He also states that “Sunday is a day which is at the very heart of the Christian life” and exhorts us – “Do not be afraid to give your time to Christ”.  This could become our Sunday antiphon, hymn or verse, our catchcry.  The Pope offers us insights about this time – “Let us open our time to Christ that He may cast light upon it and give it direction.  He is the one who knows the secret of time and the secret of eternity.  Time given to Christ is never time lost but is rather time gained so that our relationships and indeed our whole life may become more profoundly human.  Note. 7.  (N.B.  This wisdom fits in very well with the holistic advice and therapies associated with the current popular emphasis on wellbeing.) 
The Shabbat

The Shabbat is rooted in the depths of God’s plan and set within the Ten Commandments, the Decalogue;  The ‘Ten Words’ (The Commandments) which represent the very pillars of the moral life inscribed on the human heart.  

Revelation 1:10 gives evidence of the practice of calling the first day of the week “The Lord’s Day”.  This would now be a characteristic of distinguishing Christians from the world around them.  Pliny the Younger, the governor of Bithynia - noted this fact as early as the beginning of the second century. (R. Cabie: The Church at Prayer Vol.11: The Eucharist – Liturgical Press, 1986. p.13) 

And when Christians spoke of the “Lord’s Day”, they did so giving to this term the full sense of the Easter proclamation “Jesus Christ is Lord” (Phil 2:11, Acts 2:36, 1 Cor 12:3).  This Christ was given the same title which the Septuagint used to translate what in the revelation of the Old Testament was the unutterable name of God “YHWH”.  Note. 21

“St. Basil explains Sunday symbolizes that truly singular day which will follow the present time, the day without end.  Sunday is the ceaseless foretelling of life without end which renews the hope of Christians and encourages them on their way”    Note. 26.
The outpouring of the Spirit was the great gift of the Risen Lord to his disciples on Easter Sunday … because of its intimate bond with the Paschal mystery, Sunday as the “weekly” Easter becomes in a sense the “weekly” Pentecost. Note. 28.
“Given these different dimensions which set it apart, Sunday appears as the supreme day of faith”. Note. 29.
It is clear then why, even in our own difficult times, the identity of this day must be protected and above all must be lived in all its depth.

“The Lord’s Day has structured the history of the Church through two thousand years … the celebration of the Christian Sunday remains … an indispensable element of our Christian identity.” Note. 30.

Question:  Do we give our time to Christ on Sundays or fritter time away?

The Encouragement of Worshippers

Recently I congratulated a young man of about 20–22 years. I told him how pleased I was to see him faithfully attend Sunday Mass, given this age of non-commitment.  I was pleased to see this demonstration of faith – so his presence touched me. Our presence so often encourages the weak-hearted, the doubters and even the regulars.

Boredom

When people say I am bored at Mass that suggests they are being passive, waiting for something to happen to them.  It also might mean a lack of stimulation – or not being prepared to take some initiative – maybe not being responsible by participating actively.  A remedy for boredom is service, making a contribution, putting others interests ahead of our own.  Phil 2:1.

A Personal Conviction

I believe that the Liturgy is an in-depth occasion of my meeting God. This intellectual certitude means that whenever I attend and celebrate Liturgy, I know in my heart even if I do not experience one ounce of emotion, that I have met God.  It is God’s initiative or grace whether I obtain some consolation in my senses, whatever happens, I am always convinced that God and I have met in some way.  I may choose  the timing and the manner I meet with God, but it is up to the Triune God to dispense His consolations and felt experiences in the way He chooses.  I just hope that I am ready to respond  like Mary and exclaim “Let it be done to me according to your word.” Lk 1:38.

Ways we can celebrate and keep Sunday holy

· Spending time in Christian  fellowship

· Visiting the sick – or an elderly neighbour

· Studying  a spiritual work, eg. Romano Guardini’s classic “The Spirit of the Liturgy.”

· Cessation from normal duties – truly Resting in the Lord.

· No spare time job like painting, or doing minor repairs.

· Spending more time with ‘Courage’ associates and  members

· Inviting someone over for morning tea and fellowship

· Taking extra time being with spouse

· Offering your services to Liturgy team

· Having a Sabbath meal the night before Mass

· No computer – thus taking a walk and noticing the environment

· Listening to sacred music

· Playing games – Attending a sporting event

· Listening to audio tape on spiritual issue and watching spiritual video

· Writing letter to missionary, friend , relative, some one in prison

· Reflecting on the highs/lows of past week and resolving to do better 

Conclusion:  Why is this Important for Courage?

Courage by its very nature is counter-cultural.  Courage makes a stand for chastity in this very besotted unchaste world.  To live the spiritual Courage plan and way of life requires prayer, sacrifice, commitment, love and an abundance of divine grace.  Mass is the greatest prayer of all.  We need for our own sanctity and sanctification to be active participators in worship.  For the common sanctity and sanity of our brothers and sisters we need the common well of life and goodness found in Eucharistic worship and keeping holy the Lord’s Day.
Postscript

3rd November 2002 Catholic Leader Report

Cardinal Karl Lehmann, Archbishop of Mainz and President of the German Bishops’ Conference said  at ‘The Seventh Day: History of Sunday’ Exhibition: 

‘Sunday as a day of rest is a guard against “enslavement by the world of work.  The celebration of Sunday is a necessity of human dignity, a protest against the commercialization of the person and against enslavement by the world of work. All creatures, especially the human being, must have the possibility to be free and to rest from the pressures of society and our world.”
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