Sixth Sunday of Easter
Year B

Acts 8:26-40 Psalm 66:1-11
1 John 3:14-24 St. John 14:15-21

In the name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. AMEN

A usually irate parishioner is said to have tackled the
rector after church one Sunday norning. "lI'mso glad you preached
an historical sernon,"” she said. The rector, shocked by this
unusual praise, beaned thanks. The parishioner continued, "Yes,

because | amsick and tired of hearing about love all the tine."

It really must be very difficult to be a Christian, and
particularly an Episcopalian, if one has a problemwth the "l ove
thing." In fact, if that is your problem today would have been a

good Sunday to stay at hone.

Parting gifts are difficult things to receive. This is
particularly so after a death. W are amazed that Uncle Stan |eft
us that enornous Victorian chest of drawers, particularly as he
knew we | ove nodern Scandi navi an design. It was a shock that Aunt
Maude | eft us the | ake house to the great disgust of her

chi |l dren.
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We are anticipating the Feast of the Ascension. Jesus was no
| onger to be a visible, bodily presence anong those who | ove him
Everything was going to change. And so he left gifts. W tend to

take those gifts for granted.

Baptismis one of the gifts. Baptismassures us that we are CGod's
adopted famly. God has left this gift in a wll or covenant, an
unbr eakabl e agreenent. "W are his people and the sheep of his
pasture,” as the Psalm st wote centuries before. Notice that
Baptismis not a personal gift. It sets us in a community called
the New Israel, the Body of Christ. The trouble with comunities

is that they can get to fighting.

Jesus gave us the Eucharist. Like Baptism it is a very sinple
thing. W eat bread, drink wine, and know it is the Lord. Once
again, the Eucharist is not a personal thing, it is a conmunity
meal in which Jesus is "nmade up" or portrayed by the whole
assenbly or community. The trouble with communities is that they

can get to fighting.
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The Scriptures are God's gift to us. God speaks through the Iives
of the witers. And yet the community for whomthe Bible is given

can get to fighting.

Jesus gave us the Church, the community of all the faithful

dead, living, and to cone. The Church is not a building where one
goes to get sonething. It is "the blessed conpany of all faithful
peopl e". The Church is an activity towards God and others. It is

a comunity. The trouble with comunities is that they can get to

fighting.

Over and over again we return to the context in which these gifts
are given. That context is a community we nanme the Church. W
best know it here, now, at the local |evel. Perhaps we know
sonething of it as a diocese, or as the national church, or even
beyond to the Anglican Communion. It would be odd if we didn't
recogni ze that the great problemthe Church faces is human

dysfuncti on.

"You' ve noved the candlesticks. | amgoing to canpaign to get

t hem out where they have al ways been." "I've worked so hard and
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no one has recognized ne so I'mleaving." "The bishop is a jerk."

"If CGeneral Convention adopts this resolution | shall refuse to
wor ship God anynore."” All the taking sides, quarrels, and,
sonetinmes, nastiness that goes on suggests a radical dysfunction.

Love is the ignored gift of God.

The greatest gift Jesus gave us was |ove. He gave the gift and

i ssued a new commandnent "that you should | ove one another."”

Wt hout | ove, none of the other gifts is of any use. If our
parish is loveless, it isn't a place of Christian worship. It's a

"dammabl e" pl ace.

We have to renenber what | ove neans in the Christian vocabul ary.
It does not mean sentinentality. It does not mean warm fuzzy
feelings. In the Epistle, the witer says sone very profound

wor ds.

"Everyone who |oves is born of God, for God is
| ove...God | oved us and sent his on to be the atoning

sacrifice for our sins."
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That passage may nean sonething like this: The capacity to
denonstrate self-sacrificial love is a sign that we have been
possessed by God. God's love is shown in Jesus' death. In Jesus
selfless gift of life itself, sin (which neans |living apart from
God), is destroyed. Sinis the ultimte dysfunction, the ultinate
way of saying, "I don't need you and if | can't have ny own way
|"mgoing to go honme and sul k." Wien we start to reach out to
others, particularly when it is inconvenient, when it hurts, when
we have to suffer for it, God is obviously at work in our lives

t hrough Jesus.

C.S. Lewis wote:

"Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wung

and possi bly be broken. The alternative to tragedy, or

at least to the risk of tragedy, is damation. The only
pl ace where you can be perfectly safe fromall the

perturbations of love is Hell."

And yet the risk of love, the tragedy that comes fromlove, the

death to all sorts of things that occur in love, is nore than
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conpensat ed when we open ourselves together to that | oving peace
which is given with "the know edge and | ove of God in Christ

Jesus. "

It is this shared, giving, dying, rising |ove which creates the
Church and sustains it, creates us in God's imge and sustains
us, and creates that good in the world which changes the worst

for the best.
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