Sermon, Fifth Sunday of Easter, May 3. 2010

Acts 11:1-18. Psalm 148, Revelation 21:1-6, John 13:31-35,

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle
These three readings for today, the Fifth Sunday of Easter, provide a unity and an example of the danger of the commandment; Love one another as I have loved you.
       The word “love’ has, for the most part, taken on a saccharine element to it. It does not connote a commitment to another; it does not command the meaning of respect. It has become cheapened and weakened in song and verse, as a result of it being overused in the television soap-operas.

            When Jesus told his disciples at the end of his last meal with them, before he left to be arrested, tortured and crucified, he loved them and that he was leaving them a new commandment there was nothing soap-opera-ish about it.  His new commandment was clear: that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another. 

             On one level one could argue that this is saccharine sweet. How nice it is to say “I love you.” The implications of this statement are anything but saccharine. They are socially and politically charged. Jesus had already made it clear that even one’s enemy is one’s neighbor and needs to be treated with love and compassion.

             In his discussion with one of the lawyers who came and asked him, Which is the greatest commandment?” Jesus, like the great Rabbi Hillel, replied: Love the Lord your God with all you heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and first commandment and the second is like unto it, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” The lawyer then wanted to know exactly what Jesus meant by the word “neighbor” since, on one level, it meant only other Jews, or those who lived in your community. So, Jesus, being a good teacher, told the story of a man who was on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho, got mugged and left for dead. A priest, and then a Levite passed him and, for whatever reasons, ritual purity, fear, etc, they chose not to touch him. However a Samaritan, an enemy of the Jews, came by and not only bathed his wound but picked him up, put him on his donkey, took him to an Inn, paid for his care and left instructions that more money could be spent on him and it would be paid when he 
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returned sometime later. Jesus asked the Lawyer, who was neighbor to the man? The lawyer, not wishing to say the word “Samaritan” said, “the one who showed kindness” to which Jesus replied, Go and do likewise. 

             This kind of love is not soap-opera love. This kind of love requires self-knowledge, trust, a stamina that can stand up to the ridicule from one’s own kind knowing that one is going to be ridiculed for doing what is right. History is filled with stories of people who loved their neighbor and risked life and limb to protect them. This past Thursday, April 29th, we remembered the closing of the concentration camps in Germany and those Germans, French, Italians, and others who risked their lives to protect Jews. Every country, every community, has stories of individuals and groups who have taken a stand, publicly or privately, risked their life for the protection of another fellow human being whom they loved because they were another human being. This is the kind of Love that Jesus left us as a commandment.   

           John, the writer of Revelation sees a new world taking place, a new heaven and a new earth where the home of God is among mortals. God is no longer “out there” “up there” but resides among humans. He will dwell with them; they will be his people, and God himself will be with them.

                What exactly does this mean? To understand the meaning of this or the implications of this in action, we read today’s reading from the Acts of the Apostles. Peter, the recognized leader of the Jesus Movement, does not believe in sharing the Good News with the Gentiles. He and Paul have had serious disagreements about Paul calling himself an apostle to the Gentiles. Even when Paul converts Samaritans to the Jesus Movement, Peter goes to them to lay hands on them that they may receive the Holy Spirit.

            But now it’s time for Peter to learn a lesson. Peter is in Jerusalem and he is questioned as to why he eats with those who are uncircumcised. Keep in mind that there are those among the Apostles who believe that to be a follower of Jesus one had to be circumcised, that is, become a Jew and live according to the Jewish Kosher diet. So Peter  tells them about the dream he had when he was in Joppa. Joppa is a city on the
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Mediterranean coast some sixty to seventy miles west of Jerusalem. It was here he had a 

vision of food being dropped to him from the heavens on a sheet. The animals on the sheet were, in his own words, repugnant to him. There were four-footed animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air.  He was told to get up, kill and eat. He had no doubt as to who had sent this as he replied By no means Lord, for nothing profane, or unclean, has ever entered my mouth. Peter’s cultural values meant more to him than obeying a request from God.  The voice made it clear to Peter, What God has made clean, you must not call profane.  What is interesting is the next statement, This happened three times. Peter denied Jesus three times; Jesus asked Peter three times, Do you love me?”   It could be concluded that Peter is rather stubborn and set in his ways. After the third time, three men came to Joppa and took Peter to the house to which they were told to bring him. 

                    When Peter was told that he was sent for because the Spirit had told them to do so as he had a message for them. As Peter began to speak he seems surprised, again, that the Spirit descended on them just as it had on the Apostles at the beginning, meaning on Pentecost. At this point Peter remembered the words of Jesus; John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” Peter now concluded: If God gave them the same give that he gave us, when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?”  It took three tires before Peter got it through his head that God is in charge and what God creates is holy. 

          What is fascinating about this reading is the difficulty of those who were closest to Jesus to come to grips with the reality of and the implication of what he said. They were so cultural bound that they had difficulty rising above their cultural values to understand the commandment to love. Despite the teachings of Jesus while he was with them, they apparently did not get the full impact of what he taught them until they were open to the movement of the Spirit of God within them. They had to come to grips that they were not in charge; that God is in charge, before they could let go and begin to experience the immensity and the depth of all that Jesus had taught them.    



In today’s world there are Christians, individuals and groups, including priests and bishops, who oppose women’s ordination, marriage and equal rights for our sisters 
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and brothers in the Gay, Bisexual, Lesbian and Transgender community. There are those who oppose sanctuary for people from Mexico who do the work no American will do. And the list could go on. We continue to have racism in all its forms; women doing the same job as men for less salary; women still not permitted to the upper echelons of some corporations. In some Christian colleges women have to lose weight and report their whereabouts while the male students have no restrictions. 

          The call to live the commandment to love has social and political implications. As members of the Episcopal Church our baptismal covenant is clear as to what is meant by the commandment to love. We commit ourselves to continue in the apostle’s teaching, and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the prayers. We commit ourselves to resisting evil, and whenever we fall into sin to repent, and return to the Lord. We commit to proclaim by word and example the good news of God in Christ. We commit to seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as ourselves. And finally we commit to go out of our way, to strive, for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human being.

                 To do any of this requires love. Love not in terms of whether or not we feel love, but rather, love in terms of a commitment to do what we are called to do by God in relationship to one another. It is not pie in the sky. This is difficult for most of us until, like Peter, we come to grips with our cultural-grounded values, let go of them, and pick up the values with which God wants us to live. Peter, for all his knowledge and closeness to Jesus, did not do it the first time and neither will we. As St Augustine said in the fifth century, we are not born Christian, we become Christian. It takes time and effort to let go our selfish and self-centered ways and learn to live by the Spirit of God.  

         Like Peter, we may fight it, deny it, ignore it, but in the end the Love of God is what will be the guiding light. As we say at the end of the Eucharist: “And now Father, send us out, to do the work you have given us to do,  To love and serve you, as faithful witnesses 

of Christ our Lord. To him to you, and the Holy Spirit be honor and glory, now and for ever. Amen.              

