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Oil & Wine Sixth Sunday of Easter 9 May 2010
• Acts 15:1-2, 22-29  • Ps 67 (66): 2-3, 5, 6, 8  • Rev (Apoc) 21:10-14, 22-23  

• John 14:23-29

Homelessness is one of the great social and personal tragedies of our times. The UNHCR estimates that there are presently 40 million homeless refugees and stateless people worldwide, while in Australia, the most recent census figures reveal that 1 in every 200 Australians is homeless. The profile for the latter is no longer only those to whom we used to refer (disrespectfully) as the ‘old winos.’ Many are young, unemployed and hopeless men; the confused and mentally ill; women and children desperate to escape domestic violence; young people either cast off by their families or feeling they do not belong. For most of us, these people are a nameless statistic, but one homeless man who is known, especially to many Sydneysiders, is Arthur Stace who, beginning in 1932, spent his early morning hours writing in beautiful script the word “Eternity” on the footpaths of major streets and in public places throughout the city. He was, at that time, an illiterate and homeless alcoholic, who was converted to Christianity by a sermon he heard preached in St Barnabas’ Church, Broadway, Sydney. Later that same year, he heard another preacher, John G. Ridley, at the Burton St Baptist Tabernacle in Darlinghurst, who cried out: “Eternity! Eternity! Oh, that this word could be emblazoned across the streets of Sydney!” Arthur Stace left the church, found himself a piece of chalk, and began his mission that only ended with his death in 1967. But in one sense, it had not ended. Many people learnt the origin of that word “Eternity” when it was emblazoned by modern technology across the Sydney Harbour Bridge on 1 January 2000, and beamed around the world. Of all the messages or words that might have greeted the year 2000, what was chosen by a secular state was one that Arthur Stace had intended to remind us of our Christian hope. And in several public places enduring brass plaques engraved with “Eternity” have been mounted in his memory.

This Sunday’s gospel is also about another word and another home that have an eternity of meaning for the Christian community: the word that Jesus speaks and the home into which his disciples will be invited to share the eternal love of the Father and the Son. If Jesus’ disciples keep the words he speaks to them, this will be the key that opens the most intimate door of their hearts to the divine presence and love. By loving obedience to the remembered words of Jesus, the words of the past will be freed to make a claim on disciples present and future. But Jesus knows that there are unspoken questions in the hearts of those at table with him, and in the hearts of future generations down to our own. If we are merely nostalgic and want to cling to what life was like for those to whom Jesus was present in 1st century Palestine, or to any other imagined ‘golden age,’ we imprison ourselves in the past. There must be a new way of remembering when Jesus is no longer with his disciples in the flesh, a real yet intangible presence which is the gift of the Father sent “in the name” of Jesus. In today’s gospel Jesus calls this presence “the Advocate,” and it is paralleled with “the Holy Spirit,” the parakletos (Gk). This word has been variously and richly translated as ‘encourager,’ advocate,’ ‘comforter,’ ‘counsellor.’ The Holy Spirit is all of these as the memory and future of the church, and as such is both conservative and creative. The Spirit enables the Christian community, at any time in its life, to reach back to the teaching of Jesus and remember his words. But at the same time, this remembering is to be creative, bringing these words to new life and new understanding through the Spirit who guides individuals and communities into the discernment of new meanings and understandings of the teaching of Jesus, according to the changing circumstances of faith communities and the world in which they live. Vatican II reminds us in the Constitution on Divine Revelation (par. 8) that the fullness of truth will not be reached until the end of human and cosmic history, until that ‘eternity’ when God becomes “all in all” (I Cor 15:28).

Last Sunday we heard the new love commandment that Jesus gave his disciples. Today it is a new gift of peace, “my own peace,” says Jesus. This peace is, therefore, not just cosy table talk, not complacent, secure or conflict free. It is shalom, the right relationship which flows from our loving union with God, through Jesus and in the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit has been called the “Go-Between God,” who makes connections, establishes unlikely partnerships, breaks down barriers between people – if we are open and receptive to the Spirit’s advocacy.

Jesus is leaving his disciples because of his obedient love of the Father, a love that will take him through death into the glory of resurrected and eternal life. This is the last cold evening of his life; a friend turned enemy has just left the table, and it is time to say goodbye to his own. But he assures his disciples that his absent presence will remain with them. We all know the human happiness we experience when a beloved visitor has stayed with us, and then the sadness when it is time for them to leave and return to where they belong. Yet, if our love is not possessive or selfish, we accept this departure as right and necessary, and the memory of their presence adds to the store of our shared memories and deepens our friendship. Infinitely more true is this of our relationship with Jesus, who stayed with us for a short time and, his incarnate mission accomplished, returned home to his Father. At the Last Supper table, the disciples hear his words, but with little understanding. Only after the resurrection, when Jesus again offers to them his peace, and his Spirit-Breath moves over the chaos of their disillusionment and fears, will they understand (cf. John 20:19-23). To every post-resurrection generation, the Spirit is still sent and, despite our Christian failures, religious indifference, intolerance or violence of our present world, we might marvel with the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins that although life seems to have gone religiously stale, and our humanity is smudged and smeared, it is never beyond the power of God to redeem and resurrect:

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent

World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings. (“God’s Grandeur”)
In the first reading from the Acts of the Apostles the creative action of the Spirit is seen at work in the early church. The word of God spreads through the Gentile world with the speed of Pentecostal fire, but the communities do not therefore become a crucible in which all differences are purified into total agreement. The small, local and post-Pentecost community of Jerusalem needed to be nudged out into larger seas. And the Holy Spirit fills its sails as it sets a daring and unchartered course. At a remove from Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas had been hospitable to the Gentiles, not imposing on them Jewish observances. Some reactionary Jewish Christians come to Antioch and protest mightily about Paul’s and Barnabas’ attitudes, and especially about their not demanding that new Gentile Christians be circumcised. When the opposition cannot be resolved, it is decided by the local churches that Paul, Barnabas, Barsabbas and Silas should go up to the mother church of Jerusalem and take counsel with its leaders. Unfortunately, the Lectionary omits the twenty verses (Acts 15:3-21) where the process of discernment of the church is described. It is worth reading as a perennial model for such discernment and decision-making. First-hand, personal experience of the Gentiles’ situation is described by Paul and Barnabas; the scriptures are searched; and James adds his pastoral reflection on the word of God. The result of this discernment is the issuing of a ‘pastoral letter’ that is carried back to the churches of Syria and Cilicia by those who came to present the Gentile case. The decision is to lift burdens, not impose them. In a beautiful phrase of collegiality, and a reflection of both the conservative and creative work of the Holy Spirit, this letter is issued because: “This has been decided by the Holy Spirit and by ourselves.” All that is asked is that the Gentiles abstain from sexual immorality, and from food that is polluted by being offered to idols, and so avoid any suggestion of idol worship which would undermine the Christian community. Not a word is mentioned about circumcision and its inevitable male bias that could cause women to rely for entry into the community on the patronage of their closest circumcised male relative.

In our present church we still have vigorous disagreement over diverse teachings. 

What every generation needs is openness to the Holy Spirit which ‘the Council of Jerusalem’ showed so that we may read the signs of the times and be led forward to Jesus’ vision of the future rather than any myopic, self-indulgent and petulant vision. As Timothy Radcliffe writes in What’s the Point of Being a Christian?:
Maybe we like having something to grumble about. It is safer than taking the risk of stepping out and risking getting wounded. But the Holy Spirit is poured on us to do something new, if we dare. We can build a Church which is a home in which we can all belong… We can find new ways of talking about our faith, and rediscover old forgotten ways too, so that people who think they are stuck in mutual and sterile opposition can recognize a home in which they may belong together (p. 193). 

Throughout the Book of Revelation (Apocalypse), John the Seer has been telling us in various ways about heaven, where we truly belong. Now in its closing chapters he uses the imagery of the New Jerusalem, the holy city. This is the home we will enter when we have loved enough and made peace often enough. The city is described as bathed in the radiant glory of God and of the Lamb, and shining with their reflected light, like a many faceted jewel. It is a city of reconciliation of Jews and Gentile Christians, for over its twelve gates are written the names of the twelve tribes of Israel while on each of the twelve foundation stones of the city is inscribed the name of one of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. All is loving worship space, but not only for Jews and Christians; it is also for the nations and peoples of the earth who bring their own glory and honour into the New Jerusalem. Even the cosmos is transformed, with no need of sun or moon for its light. We need to go up this last “high mountain” of the New Testament and gaze on its beauty in our lectio, for this is both our present challenge and future hope in a world where there is too much darkness; where everything is not beautiful and bright – including our own hearts; where there is too much of a culture of death, of privilege, of religious, political and economic expediency; where there is so much misunderstanding and bitterness between those who should be neighbours. Today we pray the responsorial Ps 67 (66), calling on God to bless us, to shine the divine face on us so that, by this light, God’s justice and salvation will be known on the earth through our transformation and witness. These cannot be just words prayed in our Sunday pews. They must become our deeds, outside the liturgical action, that reflect the blessing of God in our human encounters.

Benedict realised that one of the necessary aspects of a community, if it is to be a loving one, is the gift of peace among its members. This is a gift of God about which Benedict says: “seek peace and pursue it” (Prol 17; Ps 33[34]:14-15).  That Benedict uses a double imperative indicates that he realises that peace  demands more than what Terrence Kardong describes as “a mere burst of initial sentiment.” It  requires a long-term and often dogged determination. No one, inside or outside the monastery, ambles mindlessly into true peace with their sisters or brothers because the peace about which Benedict is writing is Christ’s peace, the gift from the Father, a gift for which Jesus died in order to break down the walls of hostility (cf. Eph 2:15-22).

It is not difficult to transplant Benedict’s wisdom with regard to peace-making and peace-breaking into any lifestyle. He gives practical warnings about the insincere greeting which is, at best, thoughtlessness and, at worst, mockery (cf. RB 4.25); the sharp words that can slice a relationship to pieces (RB Prol 17); the need to make peace before the end of day so that the wound does not fester (RB 4.73); and the need for those in leadership roles to be at peace with themselves and others. The abbot should be someone who practises ‘non-violent’ living: someone who is “not restless and troubled, not extreme and headstrong, not jealous and over-suspicious” (RB 64.16), lest the community is also infected with this attitude. The cellarer, also, is to be a peaceful person, for so often the management of material things can lead to tensions. Love and peace are necessary companions in any community situation, and Benedict’s wisdom regarding this offers us a valuable checklist, especially for those in leadership roles.  

This Sunday in many countries is also Mother’s Day, and love and home are significant expressions of our remembrance and celebration. Between a mother and her child there exists a unique bond of love, and yet there is, from the moment of birth, also the reality of separation that is expressed in different ways as we grow. A mother’s love can never be so possessive, and a child never so dependent on that love, that other loving relationships are excluded for both of them, and so their maturity is stunted. Our mothers are also the great home- makers, hopefully in partnership with their husbands. Today we also need to remember those families where love and home have been destroyed or wounded, and pray for God’s healing and blessing for them.
