Brother John Johnston Homily

Mass of Resurrection

Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception

October 18, 2007

Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

I would like to express my gratitude to the Johnston family for extending me the privilege of speaking at this Eucharist celebrating the life of Brother John, and to Bishop Steib, for granting me the permission to do so.

In this homily I wish to focus on spiritual aspects of the life of my brother and friend, John.  At the end of Mass, Brother Alvaro, our Superior General, will offer his unique perspective on Brother John’s life and accomplishments and Ed Johnston, brother of John, will speak on behalf of the family.  Inasmuch as a significant part of my reflections uses John’s own words to describe the image of the cup, a symbol of profound importance to him, I have presumed to have John speak for himself in this homily.  I concluded that it would be more practical to ask forgiveness afterwards rather than to seek permission in advance.

 




I, John

And so we begin.  Dear Friends, the readings from Scripture and the musical selections that I, John, requested for this Eucharistic Celebration of Resurrection have been carefully chosen, for they reveal key beliefs, convictions and inspirations of my life.  They give insight into how I tried to live my life and the manner in which I prepared to die.  Because my deeply-felt reflections on “Am I not to drink this cup?” are integral to my spiritual journey, I have asked that they also be shared.

I find great meaning in the second reading from Romans 10:9-15: “Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God on their behalf is for salvation…For Christ is the end of the law for the justification of everyone who has faith…for, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”  But what does it mean to confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe that God raised him from the dead, and that you will be saved?

To respond to this fundamental question of Christianity, I would like to share with you the following experience which had a profound influence on my life.

“Am I not to drink the cup which the Father has given me?”
“Three years ago, I had the privilege of spending four weeks with young Brothers of the Lwanga District (in Africa):  a workshop with student Brothers and a retreat with the novices.

“The novices’ retreat took place in a beautiful center several hours from Nairobi.  The feature that most impressed me about the center was the outdoor, life-sized Way of the Cross.  This Way of the Cross, work of an outstanding African artist, includes not only the traditional stations, but also an additional eleven or twelve, most of them representing scenes in the life of Jesus.

“One of the stations in particular moved me profoundly, so much so that I returned to it every afternoon of the retreat.  The station commemorates Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane the night before he died.  Jesus is on his knees, holding an oversized cup, the cup that represents for him the will of God in his regard, the cup the Father is asking him to drink.

“This station touched me so intensely that I made a study of all the passages I could find in the Bible that employ the symbolism of the cup.  I made a list of pertinent passages and placed it in a ceramic chalice.  For the last few years, that chalice has had a prominent place in my bedroom.

“All four evangelists make use of the powerful symbol of drinking the cup.  Mark recounts Jesus’ reply to James and John when they asked to sit at his right side.  You do not know what you are asking.  Can you drink the cup that I shall drink?

“Drinking the cup: a metaphor for what being a disciple of Jesus is all about.

“Jesus is the WAY.  He tells us in words and shows us in action what it means to be truly human.  Nowhere is that message more poignant than Jesus’ experience in Gethsemane.  Mark says Jesus begins to feel terror and anguish.  We have to take these words at face value:  terror and anguish.  Jesus is like us.  He is terrified at the thought of what is going to happen to him.  No phony superhero here!  My soul is sorrowful to the point of death, he says to Peter, James, and John.  In his anguish, he throws himself to the ground and prays that, if possible, the threatening hour pass him by.

“Abba, Father, for you everything is possible.  Take this cup away from me.  But let it be as you, not I, would have it.  My Father, if this cup cannot pass by, but I must drink it, your will be done.

“Drinking this cup leads Jesus to the cross.  His terror and anguish does not leave him.  He shouts, My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  We know, however, that Jesus moves beyond that feeling of abandonment and cries out YES to what his Father is permitting to happen to him.  We know because after his death, the veil of the Sanctuary is torn in two from top to bottom.  What is more, the centurion, standing in front of him and seeing how he dies, exclaims,   In truth this man was the Son of God.  
“To be a disciple of Jesus is to live with arms outstretched, in an attitude of YES to whatever God wills.  It is to stand before the Father as Jesus did and to cry out,

“My Father, if this cup cannot pass by, but I must drink it, your will be done.”  (Brother John)

Let us continue.  The foundation of my vocation as a Brother finds its inspiration in today’s other two readings, the first from Isaiah and the Gospel from Mark. “Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send?  Who will go for us?” “Here I am, Lord: I said; “Send me!”  And he replied: “Go…You are to make the heart of this people sluggish, to dull their ears and close their eyes; else their eyes will see, their ears hear, their hearts understand, and they will turn and be healed.”
And in Mark Jesus says:  “Let the children come to me; do not prevent them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these…Amen, I say to you, whoever does not accept the kingdom of God like a child will not enter it.  Then he embraced them and blessed them, placing his hands on them.”
I believe I was called to be a vowed religious, an educator with a special predilection to serve young people, especially those most in need.  In a Pastoral Letter to the Brothers in 1999  I wrote: “We Brothers of the Christian Schools—and all other members of the Lasallian Family—should be in solidarity with disadvantaged children on the local, national, and international level, clearly identified with their struggle, and creatively and effectively active for them through our mission of human and Christian education.” Simplicity, ingenuousness, lack of affectation, honesty, wholesomeness, enthusiasm for the future were important values to me, attributes which I saw in young people and strove to emulate in my own life.

After teaching for several years as a young Brother, I freely accepted the call and will of the Brothers to be a leader with challenging administrative responsibilities on many levels in turbulent times, striving to discern God’s will for the future for my Brothers and Lasallian colleagues.

I drank the cup of obedience, facing the harsh reality of diminishing numbers of Brothers and tried to expand our Institute to willingly embrace lay colleagues, volunteers and associates as partners in our mission of education.  “It was my burning desire to discern God’s will for the future, to forge an Institute supported by a strong vision and realistic adaptability.  As confident as I was about God’s providence in the new and in the Holy Spirit’s direction, I tried to be supportive of all for whom the times provided a burden or a special challenge.”  (taken from remarks by Brother Jeffrey Gros).   “Ecce Quam Bonum”,   “How good it is for Brothers (and I would add associates) to live together in unity”.  This song which beautifully expresses our unique brotherhood and identity, I often sang and tried to live, wherever I was called to serve.  I was motivated by the conviction that “An association of loving persons freely committed to the same ideal is a group with power—legitimate power at the service of the Lord and of the Church; a power to do really worthwhile and significant things.” (from “The Brother in Association”, Lasalliana 05-C-17).  I was strongly encouraged and inspired by our young Lasallians and associates and convinced that they  were indispensable for a dynamic Lasallian future.

Jesus was my brother, friend and the guiding light of my life.  I ate, and drank, at his table, and was nourished by his word and example.  He constantly reminded me not to be afraid, that he would go before me always, to come and follow him.

And he often challenged me: “John, can you drink the cup?” “Will you follow me into the Garden of Gethsemane?”  Little did I realize how difficult saying “yes” would become, especially in those final days and hours …

I believe the way a person dies reflects in large measure how that person tried to live.

1. In my life, I, John, tried to accept and resign myself in faith to God’s will in my regard:  to go wherever I was sent and to do whatever was required of me by my superiors, and by the will of the Brothers, as I vowed to do.

2. During this past year when my health situation changed dramatically, I resolved with all my strength to continue living life to the fullest, to communicate lovingly with my family, friends, Brothers, Lasallian associates -- and to teach, by example, what it is to live, and to die, as a Christian, a Christian Brother, a man of faith, brother of Jesus, son of a compassionate and loving God.  

3. With every ounce of determination I could muster I willed to drink the cup -- all of it -- its soothing, comforting flavor, its bitter and distasteful drops-- even in those moments when it seemed near-impossible to raise it to my lips.

4. When I was afraid, I believed with all my heart and mind and spirit that my Savior and brother Jesus was walking with me, comforting and encouraging me, guiding me every step of the way into the eternal peace that he had promised. 

5. For I knew with unwavering conviction, that to answer the call to be an authentic Christian Brother, to be a faithful disciple of Him whose name I bore, I would have to live with arms outstretched, in an attitude of YES to whatever God willed, to stand before the Father as Jesus did and to cry out, “My Father, if this cup cannot pass by, but I must drink it, your will be done.” 

I, John, would like most to be remembered, not as a strong and visionary leader, nor as a gifted person who worked hard and accomplished many significant things in my life.  I, John, would like to be remembered as a faithful disciple of Jesus who drank the cup.
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