Sixth Sunday of Easter- May 9,2021
First Reading: Act 10:25-26, 34-35, 44-48

Second Reading : 1 John 4:7-10

Gospel: John 15: 9-17

In today’s first Reading we hear about one of the places the Spirit drove Peter and how Peter recognized God’s presence among the Gentiles. Cornelius was a centurion in Caesarea. Cornelius and his “whole household” are described as “God fearers,” Still, Cornelius was a Gentile and not someone Peter and the others in the community would have included in God’s plan of salvation. Remember, even after Jesus’ departure, Jesus’s followers were still a group within the larger Jewish community.
Prior to today’s reading we learn of Cornelius vision in which he was instructed to send for Peter. Peter also had a vision and so when the two messengers come to Peter inviting him to Cornelius’ House, Peter responded. How could Peter deny the obvious? Two visions, one to Cornelius and the other to Peter, affirmed God’s plan: the Gentiles were to be included into the community of Jesus’ followers. As proof, when Peter arrives at Cornelius’ house, Peter meets the devout man and the household and another Pentecost happens- the Holy Spirit descends on those “who listen to the Word.
So Let’s receive the Word of God and its accompanying Spirit with open minds and hearts. If the Spirit could open Peter and the early church’s world to receive the Gentiles into communion with them, who knows what new thing the Spirit might do in our sometimes boxed-in world and church!
Because of this pandemic untold millions through out the world have suffered- so does God’s reputation. As with other large events in nature, earthquakes, droughts, etc., People tend to call them “Acts of God.” God is blamed for a lot of the bad things that happen in the world.
I know a powerful “Act of God” – God has entered our world, joined us on our human journey, didn’t avoid pain and death, rose, and has given us a new life. The Gospel names another powerful act of God. “ No one has a greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” Which is what Jesus did for us. That act of love is what I call an “Act of God!”
We didn’t love God first and then God loved, returned the favor, and now loves us because we deserve that love. Rather, God loved us first. If we have any doubts, look at Jesus. The real issue is: since God already loves us and has given such powerful evidence of that love, what should we do to show that we heard the message, to show that our lives have been transformed by that free gift of love? We see obvious signs in a person when they are in love: they radiate the love by being more cheerful, spontaneous, patient, kind, etc. These virtues seem to flow out of them with little effort, as second nature. What virtues will flow out of us because God loves us?
In today’s gospel when Jesus said to us to” Keep my commandments” Jesus does not mean the ten commandments. Jesus is telling us to do something positive “Love one another.”  That’s the one commandment that has many faces, many opportunities  to put into practice God’s unconditional love.
If there is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for a friend, then I can respond to Jesus’ command by asking myself : what part of my life must “I lay down,” let die, for the sake of another? My prejudice, unwillingness to help, angry feelings, envy of what others have, the list of wrongs I keep against a person, my material things, etc.? Jesus does not give us a list of commands that are made to be checked off one by one and then say “There I have done that.”
Instead Jesus names a broader commandment: ‘ Love one another as I have love you.” Can we ever say we have lived up to that commandment? Can we check off items and say, “ Well, I’ve accomplished that!!” No, because love asks a lot of us. When can a husband  or partner say to their wife or partner “There, I have loved you, there is nothing more I can give  or do for you?” Love is a fire that consumes us, leaves us looking for ways to love, and no one can spell out the rules and regulations for us. Jesus calls us “friends” Friendship for Jesus isn’t sentimental or sloppy. Some friendships can close us up, make us negative, feed our neurotic behaviors. Jesus’ friendship is one of mutual love and respect, friends who  help expand our world, expose us to new and creative possibilities ,sustains us when we are in need. Good friends keep us normal; pull us out of ourselves when we are closed off, lift us from depression, are our sounding board when we need to speak out about something. And friends open new worlds to us.  Jesus’ friendship does all of this and so much more, for Jesus calls us friend.
Amen.
