
                                                    Fifth Sunday of Easter 

                                              Acts of the Apostles: 9:26-31 

                                                     Gospel: John 15:1-8 

                       St. Barnabas: A Ministry for Healing and Reconciling 

St. Barnabas is perhaps one of the greatest unsung heroes of the first century church. St. 

Paul for many reasons dominates the apostolic century for his great theological influence 

opening the doors to gentile nations without requiring gentiles to become Jews first before 

being baptized. 

We regard St. Paul as the great missionary but there is every reason to believe from Acts 

of the Apostles that St. Barnabas was actually the lead missionary and St. Paul was but his 

companion on many of these journeys. In fact, St. Paul may never have been able to step foot 

into a Christian community if not for St. Barnabas. 

The early Christians feared Paul for his earlier zealous persecutions of their members. 

He was complicit in the martyrdom of St. Stephen the deacon, and his conversion occurred 

while on his way to Damascus to have Christians residing there arrested and returned to 

Jerusalem for trial. 

In today’s passage from The Acts of the Apostles, Barnabas intervenes to bring Paul to 

the Christian community of in Jerusalem. They are afraid to receive Paul. Although the early 

church was vibrant with the power of the Lord’s Resurrection, they cannot move beyond Paul’s 

past of obsessively wanting to destroy the early church. They cannot accept the possibility of 

his conversion until Barnabas brings Paul and the Christian community together. Paul has 

experienced conversion and has moved beyond his past, and now the church must put Paul’s 

past behind them, get beyond their fear and move forward. 

St. Barnabas becomes the bridge connecting St. Paul to the other Christians. The 

church’s trust in Barnabas and his witness of Paul’s conversion allowed St. Paul to be 

welcomed, albeit hesitatingly to the Christian community. 

The early Christians needed to be “pruned “of their fears and loathing of Paul to 

welcome him into the church. Jesus uses such language in the gospel. Branches are cut and 

vines pruned for different purposes. The unfruitful branch is cut for failing to produce a harvest 

and cast away. Left on the vine, the dying branches rob the fruit bearing ones of needed 

nutrition.  

The fruitful branch is pruned, but only to increase its fruitfulness. Without pruning, the 

grapes are of poor quality, but with pruning, the grapes are more vibrant and rich. 



The Christian spiritual journey is a life constantly being pruned or needing to let go of 

whatever keeps us from God. Sometimes our fear and prejudices can keep others from 

experiencing God within us. Discipleship is never static. Jesus’ word continues to cleanse, heal, 

prune, forgive, restore and move forward. A pruning of desires will expand our narrow vision 

allowing us to see more clearly through the eyes of Christ. This “letting go” in order to embrace 

“abiding presence” allows us to bear more fruit drawing nourishment from the true vine. 

Pruning often involves many areas of our lives. Pruning also involves those areas of our 

hearts and souls that still need to prepare a place for the Lord to reside. We may need to be 

pruned of grudges, letting go of hostility to those who have hurt us in the past. We may need to 

be pruned of ambitions that are more self-serving than serving of God, or pruned of attitudes 

or stereotypes about certain people or certain groups of people.  

Like the early Christians fearful of St. Paul, we may need to be pruned of holding 

someone to their past and start recognizing the power of God’s grace and mercy in someone 

else’s soul. 

St. Barnabas provides a wonderful model for a ministry so desperately needed in our 

church, society and world today. Recognizing the terrible and hostile divisions separating us, 

ministries of breaking down barriers separating and building bridges uniting are essential. 

Transforming hostility into hospitality might be one of the greatest ministries in the church 

today. 

A St. Barnabas ministry could help heal divisions with the Catholic Church. There is still 

too much bitterness between those labeled “traditionalists” and those labeled “progressives”. 

Various Catholic publications across the ideological scale try to outdo each other in their ability 

to ridicule opposing sides. Can a “St. Barnabas approach” allow for a turning down the heat and 

pride and turning up the volume of heartfelt listening? Can Catholics who are “traditionalists” 

and Catholics who are “progressives” discover a path of unity in the common encounter with 

the Living God through the Church’s sacramental life? 

Can we discover the Spirit’s movement in various expressions of church and recognize 

truth in some whom we caustically dismiss? Will this bring a greater unity within all Christian 

churches and provide a model capable of healing other such divisions in our society? 

Can a St. Barnabas in our time make our parishes more welcoming to those Catholics 

who are gay or lesbian? Can there be a healing between the Catholic Church and the wider 

community of gay people of all faiths or no faith? 



The Catholic Church over the centuries has strongly advocated for working men and 

women, local businesses, and fair markets. The Catholic Church has also advocated for 

responsible care of the environment and integrated ecological concerns into her moral 

teachings. Often and falsely, the wider society is told we need to choose between decent jobs 

and a healthy environment. The Catholic Church is singularly capable of convening all sides on 

these issues and leading a dialogue yielding the fruit of prosperity, workplace justice and 

environmental stewardship.  

This is not an argument denying “right and wrong” or promoting relativism. On the 

contrary, such a process of heartfelt listening and respectful dialogue helps everyone to identify 

elements of truth in each other and to move towards the truth together, albeit at times by 

different paths, different understandings, and different experiences of life. 

The person of St. Barnabas in the early church can have a significant impact for us today. 

The Church learning from St. Barnabas can evangelize by first listening, and teach by first 

learning. If St. Barnabas is the unsung hero, maybe it is time to sing his tune. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


