
Readings  for the 4th Thursday of Easter 
 
FIRST READING: Acts of Apostles 13:13-25 
 
A reading from the Acts of Apostles: 
 
 From Paphos, Paul and his companions set sail and arrived at Perga in Pamphylia. But John 
left them and returned to Jerusalem. They continued on from Perga and reached Antioch in 
Pisidia. On the sabbath they entered into the synagogue and took their seats. After the reading 
of the law and the prophets, the synagogue officials sent word to them, “My brothers, if one of 
you has a word of exhortation for the people, please speak.” So Paul got up, motioned with his 
hand, and said, “Fellow children of Israel and you others who are God-fearing, listen. The God 
of this people Israel chose our ancestors and exalted the people during their sojourn in the land 
of Egypt. With uplifted arm he led them out, and for about forty years he put up with them in 
the desert. When he had destroyed seven nations in the land of Canaan, he gave them their 
land as an inheritance at the end of about four hundred and fifty years. After these things he 
provided judges up to Samuel the prophet. Then they asked for a king. God gave them Saul, son 
of Kish, a man from the tribe of Benjamin, for forty years. Then he removed him and raised up 
David as their king; of him he testified, I have found David, son of Jesse, a man after my own 
heart; he will carry out my every wish. From this man’s descendants God, according to his 
promise, has brought to Israel a savior, Jesus. John heralded his coming by proclaiming a 
baptism of repentance to all the people of Israel; and as John was completing his course, he 
would say, ‘What do you suppose that I am? I am not he. Behold, one is coming after me; I am 
not worthy to unfasten the sandals of his feet.’” 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 89:2-3, 21-22, 25 and 27 
 
For ever I will sing the goodness of the Lord. 
 
The favors of the LORD I will sing forever; through all generations my mouth shall proclaim your 
faithfulness. For you have said, “My kindness is established forever”; in heaven you have 
confirmed your faithfulness. 
For ever I will sing the goodness of the Lord. 
 
“I have found David, my servant; with my holy oil I have anointed him, That my hand may be 
always with him, and that my arm may make him strong.” 
For ever I will sing the goodness of the Lord. 
 
“My faithfulness and my mercy shall be with him, and through my name shall his horn be 
exalted. He shall say of me, ‘You are my father, my God, the Rock, my savior.’” 
For ever I will sing the goodness of the Lord. 
 



GOSPEL: John 13:16-20 
 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to John: 
 
 When Jesus had washed the disciples’ feet, he said to them: “Amen, amen, I say to you, no 
slave is greater than his master nor any messenger greater than the one who sent him. If you 
understand this, blessed are you if you do it. I am not speaking of all of you. I know those whom 
I have chosen. But so that the Scripture might be fulfilled, The one who ate my food has raised 
his heel against me. From now on I am telling you before it happens, so that when it happens 
you may believe that I AM. Amen, amen, I say to you, whoever receives the one I send receives 
me, and whoever receives me receives the one who sent me.” 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
 
Reflection for the 4th Thursday of Easter 
 
I want to start with the gospel. We have some hint in it as to the context. Jesus said this during 
the Last Supper. The Supper continues from chapter 13 through chapter 17. Jesus has washed 
the disciples’ feet and Judas has left to betray Jesus to the authorities. Jesus prepared the 
eleven for his death. These are some of Jesus’ last words to his lads. During these chapters, 
Jesus instructed them, he said goodbye, told them what to expect and prayed for them. He also 
prayed specifically for us as those who were to come and believe through the disciples’ witness 
to faith. Jesus addresses the eleven. 
 
Who is the master? Who does the sending? Who are the servants and messengers? Who is the 
greatest? 
 
Here I diverge for a bit. I went to Quigley Preparatory Seminary near Holy name Cathedral. It 
closed years ago and is now the Archdiocesan main office. When the weather permitted, we 
would run four blocks to Lake Shore Park at Chicago Avenue and Lake Shore Drive for track and 
field. There were several ways to go, but most of us would run down Michigan Avenue in our 
gym togs to Chicago and Chicago to the park. This was in 1967. One of my classmates and I 
rounded Chestnut Street onto Michigan and ran head on into Mohamed Ali. At that time, there 
was the controversy of his name. Up until that time, I still called him Cassius Clay. After this 
chance encounter He was Mohamed Ali. When we physically ran into him, it was like hitting a 
mountain. In surprise and shock, he greeted us warmly and asked who we were and where we 
were from. He had no idea that there was a high school seminary near down town. He 
encouraged our attempts at physical fitness and chatted with us amicably. I always think of him 
as the greatest. 
 
Having said that, truly God is the greatest. Jesus, in addressing the eleven in this way, passed on 
his ministry and mission to them. They were, from that moment on, servants of God and 
messenger of the good news of Jesus. Jesus chose them and commissioned them. God would 
act through them. They became the means God used to spread faith in Jesus. As Jesus reveals 



his identity as God with the words, “I AM.” These are the words God used to proclaim his 
identity to Moses from the Burning Bush. He let them know that they would bring God to those 
they would meet. They transformed from disciples to apostles. A disciple learns from the 
master and an apostle is one sent out on a mission. 
 
Jesus set forth this mission, as we read it, to us. With Jesus’ words he commissions us too. We 
believe through the witness of all those who have preceded us in death. Our faith and mission 
is founded, firmly, on the faith the apostles received from Jesus. These simple words, spoken so 
long ago, are as fresh and powerful today as they were when Jesus spoke them. From them we 
gain support and purpose. All we do and say can reflect the mission of Jesus. As we believe so 
we can live. Our faith will always be part of our frame of reference as we live our lives. Today 
we are apostles too. 
 
There is also the context of the meal. This happened within the context of the Last Supper. We 
believe that the first Eucharist, shared by Jesus and the apostles, we share too. We are not 
sharing it now in fact. Now we share it in faith. Mass on TV, podcast, YouTube or Zoom is the 
best we can do. They key is our intent. Since we cannot do the best thing, as we intend, we do 
the next best thing. For the best we can do now is to maintain social distancing as a way to 
protect one another and ourselves from contracting COVID 19. Distancing is the way, today, to 
live the mission of Jesus entrusted to us. Since there is no vaccine or effective treatment to 
what is a potentially fatal disease. God uses our actions to keep us safe. We have, even though 
cooped up at home and apart, an active role in God’s saving actions in the world. Our sacrifice, 
in the language of Christian piety, makes up for what is lacking in the cross of Jesus. We carry 
on Jesus saving mission. 
 
This first reading struck me, having stayed in the rectory for the past two months, as a 
travelogue. I always smile at the nonchalant manner of the presentation of Paul’s travels. I 
always have to remember that the distances we can travel in hours or minutes by car and 
airplane took Paul and his entourage days, weeks or months to traverse on foot or, in the 
ancient, preferred manner, by ship. Not only did Paul travel in a group, they carried not just 
their suitcases but food and water as well. Since there was no means of refrigeration and ice 
did not exist in those days either, it is likely they traveled with livestock too. It is easy to forget 
that this as we take our mobility and the availability of fast food off the interstate for granted. 
 
St. Paul has always been called the apostle to the Gentiles. The first time I read the Acts of the 
Apostles continuously as a book and not in serial form as at mass, I noticed that Paul spent a 
great deal of time visiting Jewish synagogues and preaching to and arguing with Jewish people. 
We think of this guy as the thirteenth apostle, the greatest preacher the Church has known and 
a die-hard Christian. The fact is Paul was, and he states this emphatically in his letters, a good 
pious and practicing Jew. He was a Jewish believer in Jesus. At his time there was no 
contradiction in that. Jesus, a Jew, had intended for his own people to embrace him as the 
Messiah. Many did but since Palestine was so small, Jesus intended faith in him to be universal. 
Catholic, by the way, means universal. Jesus commissioned the apostles to bring the gospels to 



the ends of the earth. As the full mission to the entire human race began in earnest, more and 
more Gentiles embraced the faith.  
 
Paul is called the apostle to the Gentiles because he spearheaded a change we take for granted 
today. When someone sought baptism in response to accepting faith in Jesus, they had to 
become Jewish first. Men had to face circumcision and all had to embrace Mosaic Law and keep 
Kosher. In 70 – 71 AD the Christian and Jews separated. Paul led a mission to Jerusalem to seek 
exemption for Gentiles from having to become Jewish. The Elders accepted Paul’s cause and 
new believers were baptized into a separate, Christian church. Paul, however, remained an 
observant Jew, as was his option. 
 
The early Church was also skeptical of Paul’s conversion. Some were afraid of him for he had 
been a bounty hunter and hit man as he persecuted the believers of Jesus as a Jewish, religious 
zealot. Paul was never really welcome in Jerusalem because of that. The apostles and elders of 
the Church sent him away, not necessarily to Jews who would have heard of him as Saul, to 
Gentiles who knew him only as Paul. He eventually traveled to many of the ports close to the 
Mediterranean Sea. He was, perhaps, the most widely traveled of the apostles. From the time 
he is introduced in Acts until the end of Acts, Paul is the main character of the narrative. 
 
The worshippers in the Synagogue got more than they bargained for. Paul seemed to have been 
long-winded. They asked him to speak a few good words and he wound up giving the 
congregation a summary of the entire bible. He attempted to show how, through the Law and 
the Prophets, God led God’s people to Jesus. The message that Jesus was the promised savior 
could not have been a message the elders expected or wanted. As Paul preached to the people 
the message of the gospel, he showed real chutzpah! Many Jews of his time would have heard 
of John the Baptist. Some would have heard of Jesus. They may even have heard of Saul, the 
Pharisee. Little did they know, as they called Saul to preach, that he was the vanguard of the 
Christian Faith as Paul. 
 
What relevance does this passage from Acts have for our situation today? There is something in 
Paul’s message that struck me. He offered a surprising and perhaps unwelcome message. It’s 
someone at a Cub’s game standing up and rooting for the White Sox! He appeared, 
unexpectedly. He delivered an unfamiliar teaching. He was the harbinger of the Christian era. 
He was a force of change who wielded a message from God.  
 
We were all happily, blissfully living life. We visited with one another, went out to dinner and 
made plans for our futures and wham! Out of the blue came a novel coronavirus to which no 
one has immunity. The effects of COVID 19 are wide-spread attacking heart, kidneys, lungs, 
brain and blood in potentially fatal ways. No one expected this. No one wanted this. We have 
had to change, drastically, the way we live. The numbers of infection and death continue to 
increase from COVID 19. We have had to accept a way of life we find difficult to embrace. We 
are helpless against the virus. The pandemic has no end in sight until there is an effective 
treatment and there is a viable vaccine for this disease. If we break social distancing we risk the 
disease to strike those we love the most. 



 
The worshippers in the Synagogue had no idea of what would happen. The message of Jesus 
was unbidden. Their world would be rocked for centuries to come. Paul’s path to Christ has led 
to us. I see a choice in facing world rocking, unbidden events. The choice is to embrace the 
reality as best we can. Having faith can help in accepting and even embracing what is painful, 
difficult and perhaps deadly. I have questions and few answers. What comes to mind is the 
Serenity Prayer. If what I am able to do is not the best thing, it can be the next best. With the 
grace of God it can be sufficient. 
 
Do your best to be safe and keep others safe. 
 
James D. Beath 
May 7, 2020 


