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Oil & Wine  Sixth Sunday of Easter  17 May 2009
• Acts 10: 25-26, 34-35, 44-48   • Ps 98 (97):1-4 • 1 John 4:7-10  • John 15:9-17

There is one word that keeps beating through the gospel and through the First Letter of John that we hear proclaimed today, and that word is – love… As disciples we are called to feel this pulse and recognise it as the heartbeat of our Christian lives. The love commandment that Jesus gives his disciples flows from the limitless love that Jesus shares with his Father who so loved the world that Jesus was sent to show to humanity, in his own humanity, just what the love of God is. As we have already heard in John’s Last Supper narrative, of which today’s gospel is a continuation, this love is a costly love, a love that does something; that does not stand on its dignity, but gets down and washes feet; that is like broken bread for a broken people, ready to be consumed in service of others; and, as we hear today, like the love of friends. 

Friendship is one of the most precious of human experiences. It allows us to disclose ourselves to and receive from another in complete openness and trust. Before friends we can think aloud; with friends we can participate in one another’s joys and sorrows, hopes and fears; through friends we can survive loneliness, hostility, indifference, knowing that we will be supported, not judged. Friendship that undergirds our daily life with companionship and compassion, even if communicated over distances, can often be the key to our very spiritual and physical survival. Of course, it needs not only to be offered but also accepted. One of the most painful experiences is betrayal by a friend, a reality that surely contributed to Jesus’ agony.

On the eve of his passion and death, Jesus tells those gathered at the table with him that he will not call them servants anymore, but will call them “friends” because, as friends do, he has shared everything with them. Jesus has embodied for them, has shown them in the flesh, the meaning of the love that exists between the Father and the Son, and it is this mutual love into which we are drawn by keeping his commandments just as Jesus obeys the commandment of his Father: the commandment to love, to befriend the world (cf. John 3:14). Just as Jesus laid down his life for his friends, so we are called to commit our lives to one another. The Church, the community of the friends of Jesus, is not to be identified by the roles of its members, but by their actions which prove that no risk is too great to be taken for the life and well-being of our brothers and sisters, our friends in Christ, even though at times they may seem more like enemies. To love our enemies, is probably the greatest risk that we are challenged to take, and Jesus gives us no promise that they will ever turn into friends in this life (cf. Luke 6:32-36). Perhaps our friendship will only be realised when we sit together at the kingdom table. 

In John’s gospel we meet many examples of friendship. John the Baptist is “the friend of the bridegroom” who, like a good best man, hands over Bride Israel to Jesus (John 3:29). The family at Bethany are friends of Jesus, especially Lazarus, at whose grave he wept and for whom he was the tomb breaker. And there is Pilate who decided that, for his own political advancement (John 19:12) he would prefer Caesar rather than Jesus as a friend. Among the intimate companions of Jesus is the unnamed but beloved disciple of Jesus, a friend of Jesus’ ‘hour’; and Peter, the forgiven friend, who will lead and shepherd the community of the forgiven (cf. John 21:4ff.). Today there is our assembly of disciples, we who are gathered today around the eucharistic table to be strengthened by word and sacrament for the loyal and loving befriending of our world with the love that Jesus has shown us. And so the community of Jesus’ friends, the church, must never be elitist or exclusive. It must an outreaching community, called to be a ‘sacrament’ to others, a sign of the love of God beyond the liturgy, and eager to share the privilege of being called by Jesus to be his friends.

In the first reading from the Acts of the Apostles, Peter discovers that the love of God knows no barriers. The Lectionary has done something of a ‘cut and paste’ job on what we hear proclaimed today, and to really appreciate the significance of what happens at Cornelius’ house we should read the verses immediately preceding today’s reading in Acts 10:9-16 and that deserve comment to put the Lectionary portion in context. As happens so often, we can feel sympathy for the very human Peter who, as a faithful Jew, goes up onto the rooftop for his midday prayer, feels hungry and, while a meal is being prepared, falls into what is described as a ‘trance,’ a dreamlike experience that takes Peter out of himself and an his accustomed religious values. He sees a kind of ‘tablecloth ark’ containing all kinds of animals, both ritually clean and unclean according to the Jewish dietary laws which Peter has kept all his life, and he hears a voice saying: “Get up, Peter, kill and eat.” Peter responds in his favourite way – with a protest! He replies that as an observant Jew he has never eaten anything regarded by Jews as unclean or profane. But he is left with a threefold proclamation ringing in his ears: “What God has made clean you must not call profane.” Then the tablecloth is whisked away into heaven to be replaced by the arrival of three ‘unclean’ men, Gentiles from the household of the ‘unclean’ Roman centurion, Cornelius, appear in search of Peter. They ask him to come with them to Cornelius, an upright and God-seeking man. Shaken by his vision, and trying to make sense of it, Peter realises that in this sequence of event is a message from the Holy Spirit. He offers the men hospitality, and the next day, with some believers from Joppa, he embarks with the Gentiles on a voyage that will take them through the white water of the Spirit as they are swept into Cornelius’ household. It is an unchartered voyage of the Spirit that begins with hospitality offered to his visitors, and then enables Peter to skim from the recognition that there is no food that is unclean to the understanding that there is no person who is unclean in the sight of God. God shows no partiality with those who seek him; he is ready to be found because God is already in the seeking as the One who take the initiative for it. God makes this clear to Peter because, before he has even finished speaking to Cornelius and his household, the Spirit descends on all who are gathered, both Gentiles and Jewish believers in Jesus. Then as now, God’s love is a universal, barrier-breaking love.

Are we as ready as Peter to accept this? Do we believe that an open hospitality to strangers, to those who are ‘different’ in culture, faith, or lifestyle, is often the first step towards an opening of hearts to one another and to God? Can we accept that our insistence on what ‘we have always done that way’ may be a rationalization of our readiness for the urgings of the Holy Spirit to accept new manifestations of God’s love that is not always safe and conventional? Do we recognise that the boredom, the addiction, or the rebelliousness of many young people may only be masks for hearts that are seeking ‘something more’ – what Vatican II called “a reason for living and hoping” (The Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, article 31)? 

Our response to the first reading is in the words of Ps 98 (97), the psalm that was the inspiration for Isaac Watt’s much loved and sung hymn, “Joy the World.” It is a song of praise for the coming of God’s reigning presence in the world through truth and justice. What Peter experienced in Cornelius’ household witnessed to this presence in the Spirit of Jesus, a presence for those of all nations and all times to whom the befriending Spirit comes and is welcomed.

The First Letter of John announces the most simple and yet profound naming of God: “God is love.” As in the gospel, “love” is the word that is repeated relentlessly –nine times in the short four verses. It is an impassioned plea to an early Christian community by their realistic leader who knows that knows that responding to love is not always easy, but the crucible in which love it is purified is neither only psychological nor social. It cannot derive from our own human capacities; it is something that originates beyond us and transcends us, because it is from God, and is revealed most fully among us in the gift of God’s Son and his sacrificial love for the world. The response to this love of God for us is our love for other people, for to deny them our love is to refuse to recognise and accept what God loves. Perhaps an aspect of our daily prayer should be humbly to thank and praise God for his love for those whom we find so hard to love.

Love of Christ stands as the beginning of Benedict’s Rule as the gift of God that throughout our lives will strengthen and expand our hearts (RB Prol 49-50). Like long distance runners in training, this will enable us to have the staying power to cross the finishing line of death and break through to receive the prize of sharing eternal life in the kingdom. As one of the  “tools of good works,” Benedict repeats that the love of Christ must come before all else in shaping our lives (RB 4.21) and, by the end of the Rule, in the climax of Chapter 72.11, the love of Christ is to be absolutely the foundation of the monks’ lives. To prefer nothing to Christ is the only appropriate Christian response to Christ, because he preferred nothing to us and loved us to the point of laying down his life for us. Love of Christ is not just a ‘me and Jesus’ love, but a love that involves the community, because we are all one in Christ (cf. Gal 3:28; Eph 6:8; RB 2.20). The love of monks for their abbot is to be “sincere and humble,” with no taint of ingratiating themselves with authority, no secondary motivation of flattery or making a good impression (RB 72.10). And for one another they should have “the warmest love” (RB 72.4). Whether in the monastery or outside, it is the love of Christ that leads us to everlasting life – not as individuals but together.
