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Oil & Wine  Fifth Sunday of Easter 2 May 2010
• Acts 14:21-27  • Ps 145 (144):8-13  • Rev (Apoc) 21:1-5a  • John 13:31-33a, 34-35

“It’s new – and better!” This is the enticement that the mass media and the business world shout at us about everything, from toothpaste to TV screens and whatever in between. And, given the marketing principle of inbuilt obsolescence, in a few months the new will be advertised as old, and we have to ask ourselves and answer the recurring question: “How new and improved does everything really have to be? What can I live without?” Today’s readings challenge us with a gospel answer to these questions.
At the Last Supper table, Jesus gives his companions a “new commandment.” In one sense it is not new; it repeats the precept of Leviticus 19:18 “to love your neighbour as yourself,” going on to add the reason: “I am the Lord.” The holiness of God and God’s love for humanity to which the people are called is to be the reason for such love and neighbourliness. What is ‘new’ about the love commandment that is proclaimed today is that, firstly, it derives from the Incarnation. It is, therefore, a commandment given with the unique authority of Jesus, the Word made flesh (cf. John 1:1-2), who humanly embodied this love of God “to the end” (John 13:1) of crucifixion, and into his risen glory. Secondly, the ‘newness’ of the commandment is the invitation to those who follow Jesus to enter into this most intimate relationship between God and Jesus. Their participation will be witnessed by the quality of the love that is practised in Christian communities, in the early church and in the church of all times. This does not mean that these communities will be exclusive or elitist. Rather, the Christian community must reflect the radical love of Jesus who became flesh and lived, died and rose among us because “God so loved the world” (John 3:16).
The beginning of the Lectionary reading reminds us that crucifixion and resurrection, death and life, sin and grace, are inextricably bonded together. Over the first verse hangs the shadow of the internal night in Judas’ soul and the external night into which he exits from the table. Only after Judas has left, does Jesus speak gently and repeatedly to his beloved “Little children” about the glory and love that is the bond between the Father and Son. Judas walks away from both. As Jesus comes to “his hour” (John 13:1), his love will be the ultimate self-sacrifice of his life, and this love will also become his hour of glory in the resurrection. It is such love that will be expected of Jesus’ disciples.  
 The loss of faith that so often results from a lack or distortion of such love is sadly evident in the past and present history of the church: the making of war, not peace, in the name of God; denominational division and bickering; human rights ignored or violated; the very current sexual, physical or psychological abuse of children and other victims by those in whom great trust has been placed, and this happening in both local and high places in the church. On 31 March this year, during Holy Week, Cardinal Christoph Schöborn, Archbishop of Vienna and President of the Austrian Bishops’ Conference, accepted the invitation of the We Are Church group to participate in a service of lamentation and reconciliation for the victims of clerical church abuse. Many Austrians were surprised at the Cardinal’s acceptance, given that there have been controversies with this group but, as he concluded his homily: “Even if there is controversy between us, we have our love of the Church in common.” Three thousand people, including victims of abuse, packed St Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna for the service, and heard Cardinal Schörborn admit to the guilt of the church: for the exploitation of children, for their stolen childhoods and their inability to successfully establish relationships as adults, for sexual violence, for the inner death of others, for false witness and cover-ups, concluding with: “We confess that for some of us the semblance of the church’s impeccability mattered more than anything else…” (cf. The Tablet, 10 April 2010). If, in these ways, we have moved far away from the Last Supper table, surely painful but honest and healing services such as this could bring us back, and help us to sit together to hear again, with the 21st century ears of our hearts, the “new commandment” of Jesus. 
In the reading from the Acts of the Apostles, we hear what is an expression in the early church of new love in action.  The Gentile membership of the Christian communities is growing rapidly, and Paul and Barnabas revisit some of these churches, travelling through Lystra and Iconium on their way to Antioch. They had been to this region before, and now experience (and loudly protest about!) the people’s adulation and their mistaking them as gods because of miraculous healing (cf. Acts 14:8-18) and Paul’s stirring words. But they also experience the fickleness and persecution of the crowds who have been stirred up by some jealous opponents of the apostles. A delightful little vignette that immediately precedes today’s reading (Acts 14:19-20) describes how at Lystra, Paul had been stoned, dragged out outside the city, and left for dead. His disciples, however, find him and surround him – and he stands up! The author of Acts does not intend this as a description of a miraculous resuscitation, but as a witness to the loving protection and support of his disciples that gives Paul the strength to stand up and continue his apostolic mission, despite his sufferings. It is also a reminder to us to reflect on the strength that we experience from being surrounded, physically and/or spiritually, by those who support us in times of suffering and difficulties and, therefore, the challenge to us to do the same for others. 
After this incident, Paul and Barnabas return to other communities where they had been previously in order to encourage them and put new heart into them. Their words are no doubt given credence because of Paul’s and Barnabas’ own experience of suffering and opposition. The apostles recognise the need for ongoing support of faithful discipleship for the sake of the reign of God in the community, and also the special need for this when first fervour may begin to wane. There is also the need to stabilize these young communities with good local leadership, and the process of this election mirrors that of Paul and Barnabas when they themselves were sent on mission (cf. Acts 13:2-3). It is no quick fix, but a discerning appointment of ‘elders’ (experienced and esteemed members of the community) after prayer and fasting by the whole community, and the commendation of these leaders to the Lord. We are not given any details about the nature of this local leadership of faith communities, but that this has been an important aspect of the church structure from the beginning is significant for our present discernment about the continuing viability of local church, and the principle of collegiality in the  universal church. When Paul and Barnabas return to Antioch, they give a pastoral report to the Antiochean church that had chosen them and sent them on mission, announcing to that church the good news of all that God had done for and through them, and especially that God “had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles.” Today’s reading ends rather like a good serial: just wait for the next episode (about the admission of the Gentiles); it’s going to be interesting, so tune in next Sunday!
The reading from the Book of Revelation (Apocalypse) proclaims the most glorious vision of the new in the whole New Testament. It is the vision of a new heaven and a new earth, and God’s proclamation: “See, I am making all things new.” Throughout his book, John the seer has been giving us only glimpses of the vision of the future, almost in case we be blinded by its brilliance or dismayed by the thick darkness of its mystery, but now, with the revelation almost over, he considers our eyes sufficiently adjusted to be able to gaze on the full glory of the end time, in so far as that can be conveyed by any human words and images. The glory of God, about which Jesus spoke in the gospel, is now stretched like a wedding canopy over the marriage feast of the Lamb. This is the greatest possible newness, the most all-encompassing love. The image of the holy city, the new Jerusalem, blends with the image of the Bride Israel, but God is now not only God-with-them for Israel (cf. Ezek 37:27), not only Jesus Immanuel for Christians (cf. Matt 1:23); this is a celebration of the loving marriage of the Lamb with the whole cosmos, all peoples, and all created reality. There will be no more tears or mourning, no more sadness or death, only the final cosmic triumph of love that will transform the world as we know it. But this will not be brought about by a magic waving of a Disney-like magician’s wand that brings heaven down to earth. For love to be transformed there must be an already existing love to transform. It means that we must radically question our present relationship not only with other human beings, but also with all created reality; must accept that science, out of its own independent discipline, is also telling us what the Genesis tradition has told us (cf. Gen 1-2): that there is an intimate link between the cosmos and humankind. The vision of the new heaven and new earth, therefore, is both a reminder and a challenge: a reminder that we have, in small and greater ways, sinned grievously against the cosmos, and a reminder that a new world for humanity can only come about with human involvement and with human love as large as the cosmos.
The place for this reading in the Easter Lectionary is well summed up by a contemporary theologian who writes that in the early church: “They believed that God was going to do for the whole cosmos what God had done for Jesus at Easter” (Tom Wright). The resurrection is the new expression of God’s unchangeable and faithful commitment to bringing the whole of creation to its fulfilment.  When speaking of the vision of the new earth and the new heaven, in one of the most beautiful paragraphs (par. 39) of the Pastoral Constitution in the Modern World (that also quotes from the Preface for the Feast of Christ the King), Vatican II says that – like John the seer – we do not know the time of this magnificent consummation, nor do we know how it will happen, but what we do believe is that it will be realised:

When we have spread on earth the fruits of our nature and our enterprise – human dignity, sisterly and brotherly communion, and freedom – according to the command of the Lord and in his Spirit, we will find them once again cleansed this time from the stain of sin, burnished and transfigured, when Christ presents to his Father an eternal and universal kingdom ‘of truth and life, a kingdom of holiness and grace, a kingdom of justice, love and peace.’
How well are we presently planting in our lives the seeds of this future reality so that when the Lord returns it may be brought into full flower? 
We can all be a bit like Charlie Brown when he lamented that: “I love humanity. It’s people I can’t stand!” It’s often easier to love those with whom we don’t have to live closely day after day than those who annoy us in the family, community or workplace. But Benedict knew that it is exactly in the daily relationships that mutual love is challenged to patience and warm mutual love – the “good zeal” of RB 72, the chapter that Aquinata Böckmann OSB calls ‘Benedict’s last testament.’ The good zeal of which Benedict speaks is a burning and passionate love of one’s neighbours in the community, including the abbot, and the love for God and for Christ. This zeal is what enables a community to live a humble and stable life together, honouring and accepting one another despite unattractive personality traits and physical or psychological weaknesses. Love for the other is to come before self-love. Since we all have some unattractiveness, weakness, or eccentricity, the love must be mutual. The fact that in this chapter on “The Good Zeal that Monks Ought to Have,” Benedict first mentions and describes the death-dealing “evil and bitter zeal,” shows once again that he is no romantic, but a realist about human nature and community life. But the most radical love, the love of which all other love is but a lesser expression, is the love of Christ to which absolutely nothing else is to be preferred (cf. RB 72.11). Benedict’s prayerful hope, the last words of this chapter, are that “he (Christ) may lead us all together to everlasting life.” Then we will share the glorious future: the reality of the new heaven and new earth. 

