
The Beloved Community 

The Second Sunday of Ordinary Time 

Gospel of St. John 1:35-42 

Yesterday I attended a conference at University of Southern Maine and one of the speakers told a 

story that fits quite well with the homily. So I borrowed it. 

The story was told by Mayor Michael Brennan. Mayor Brennan is a licensed clinical social worker 

and once was counselling a young man recently released from Longcreek Youth detention, his 

conversations with him went nowhere. He would not even respond to the thought that his drug 

abuse was a large part of his long criminal record. One day out of frustration, Michael Brennan 

changed the approach. He began the session by asking, “Who do you want to be?” “Who do you 

want to become?” The difference in questions became the difference from frustrating counselling 

sessions to sessions that were dynamic and fruitful. 

In the gospel, John the Baptist sends two of his disciples to follow Jesus. As they follow him, there 

is an exchange of questions. Jesus turns to them asking, “What are you looking for?” They respond 

with their own question, “Rabbi, where are you staying?” Jesus offers no other answer than, “Come 

and see.” 

The questions become no less important in our parish, our neighborhoods, our state and our 

nation. “What are we looking for?” “Who do we want to become?” How would we like to be 

remembered? 

This weekend offers several important opportunities for celebration and reflection. First of all, as 

Catholics we offer the Eucharist for God’s glory on the Second Sunday of Ordinary Time. As 

Americans, we honor the birthday of Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and the great struggle for civil 

rights in our nation. As Christians, we enter a week of prayer beseeching God for unity among all 

the baptized of every denomination.  

Is there a link capable of connecting all three of these important celebrations? The answer is found 

in yet another anniversary celebrated soon in American history. 

This year marks the 50th anniversary of the march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama for the 

cause of voting rights. Beginning in Selma, civil rights leaders organized a 54 mile march to the 

capital Montgomery to highlight the obstacles preventing most African Americans from registering 

to vote in Alabama and across the Deep South.  

As the marchers peacefully left Selma crossing the Edmund Pettus Bridge, rows of local and state 

police officers launched an unprovoked attack with clubs and other weapons turning the marchers 

back. The police inflicted serious injuries on many marchers. That day, March 7, 1965 is referred to 

as Bloody Sunday. Many clergy of various Christian denominations including Catholic participated 

in the march. Two Christian clergy, one deacon and a minister were killed during the days 

surrounding the march. 

The incident helped galvanize the entire civil rights movement. Americans across the nation were 

horrified at the violence inflicted upon peaceful unarmed marchers. The violence of that day 

President Lyndon Johnson and the US Congress the needed momentum to pass the Voting Rights 

Act of 1965. 

It wasn’t just Selma that needed to change; the whole state of Alabama needed to change. It wasn’t 

just Alabama that needed to change, the entire Deep South needed to change. And it wasn’t just the 

Deep South that needed to change, the entire nation needed to change. And though voting rights 

were the issue of the day, it was more than voting laws that needed to change.  



Change needed to happen in every aspect of our culture: the courtroom, the classroom, the local 

markets, the workplace, the neighborhood, and most importantly the churches and all worshipping 

communities. All of these institutions needed a fearless inventory of the soul to determine how we 

got to such a dark place as a nation, and how we move from there never to return. 

Christian churches, including Catholic churches throughout the South were slow to join the civil 

rights movement in its earlier days. But as the issue heated up and incidents like Selma occurred, 

Catholics became a strong component of the struggle. Many Catholic priests, religious sisters and 

parishioners from across the South and across the nation participated in the original Selma march 

and in all marches following Bloody Sunday on Edmund Pettis Bridge. 

Catholics, Protestants, Jews and other people of religious belief worked together for the civil rights 

of all Americans. This was an early issue building ecumenical and interfaith relations along a 

common cause. That makes the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity as important as Rev. King’s 

birthday.  

Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. summed up all these needed changes in building what he called “the 

beloved community”. Rev. King stated, “But the end is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end 

is the creation of the beloved community. It is this type of spirit and this type of love that can 

transform opposers into friends. It is this type of understanding goodwill that will transform the 

deep gloom of the old age into the exuberant gladness of the new age. It is this love which will bring 

about miracles in the hearts of men.” 

In the Gospel, Jesus begins to form his beloved community at the River Jordan. The disciples’ 

question, “Rabbi where do you live?” has at least two layers of meaning. At the surface, the question 

referred to all Jewish rabbis gathering disciples in a particular place to be schooled in the rabbi’s 

particular interpretation of Torah. At a deeper level, the disciples asking “where do you live?” asks 

“what makes you tick?” “What is the motivation of your life?”  

Unlike other rabbis, Jesus does not intend to school his disciples in a stationary and settled place. 

Rather, their schooling will happen in a march of their own from the back country of Galilee to the 

City of Jerusalem and the cross at Calvary. They will follow Jesus on this march through many 

communities, witnessing him proclaiming the Kingdom of God, forgiving sins, healing the sick, 

expelling demons, welcoming the outcasts, and even raising the dead.  

The violence that met the peaceful protestors on the Edmund Pettis Bridge that Bloody Sunday 

March 7, 1965 is the same violence Jesus and his beloved community will face down the 

generations, centuries and millennia.  

The question for us is as vital as it was when those two disciples left John the Baptist to follow 

Jesus. “What are we looking for and who do we want to be as parish communities?” Shaping the 

beloved community by following Jesus will be much more than what I get out of Mass, or what 

difference does it make being here or somewhere else. Every celebration of the Eucharist is not only 

a call to form a beloved community. Rather shaped by the Holy Spirit and nourished by the Body 

and Blood of the Lord Jesus Christ the beloved community becomes real in our midst and in our 

hearts.  The Lord’s beloved community is always on the move in service, always on the move 

growing in faith, and always on the move in deeper commitment. 

A beloved community acknowledges everyone’s humanity, and celebrates everyone’s humanity. 

There is only one humanity and we all have a share in it. It is the same humanity embraced by God 

in the Incarnation of his beloved Son. The Lord’s beloved community grows deeper in love with 

Christ and with all of God’s people.  

Questions are always important. One day when visiting the Cathedral School’s second grade, one 

student asked me, “How come we don’t have photographs of Jesus?” I explained that cameras had 



not been invented then. So another student asked me, “Then what did Jesus look like?” Glancing 

over this class of about 15 students from many different ethnic and racial backgrounds, I pointed to 

each child and said repeatedly, “Jesus looked just like you.” Apparently it made a big impact as 

parents approached me at Mass that weekend to say how special that made their child feel. Like 

countless other occasions, I felt very grateful to be a priest at that moment. 

Becoming the Lord’s Beloved Community is often simply looking into the eyes of anyone and 

everyone and saying, “Jesus looked just like you.” 


