Sermon for Easter 6B

May 17, 2009 

Texts:  Acts 10:44-48; Psalm 98; 1 John 5:1-6; John 15:9-17 

There is an old story about three pastors.

These pastors were on the Board of the World Council of Churches

In the time following World War II

At this time, this Council was using donated funds

To rebuild churches in devastated parts of Europe.

The Board sent the three pastors,

One named Dr. McKenzie,

Who was also a leader in the Church of Scotland,

And two others who were from a pietistic denomination

To an Orthodox church in a remote area of the Balkans.

Their role was to offer mutual comfort to the pastor,

Who was coping with all the problems of ministering in a disaster area,

And to check on the progress of re-building the church.

The Orthodox priest was delighted to see them,

As he had little collegial contact in his isolated area.

He immediately welcomed them into his humble house,

And set about engaging them in conversation,

And in making them feel comfortable.

Although he had few material comforts,

He generously shared what he had.

After he had settled his guests,

He opened his few treasures to honor them.

He brought out a carefully hoarded box of Havana cigars

And offered them to his guests.

Dr. McKenzie tentatively took one, bit off the end,

Lit it, took a few puffs,

And told the Orthodox priest how fine the cigar was.

The other two pastors looked on horrified,

And d in a snarly voice,

Said, “We don’t smoke!”

The priest felt bad that perhaps he had offended his guests

And tried to make amends.

He went into the other room

And retrieved a flagon of wine.

He poured glasses and offered them to his guests.

Dr. McKenzie took a glass, swirled it, sniffed appreciatively

And then sipped the wine, 

Praising its fine quality.

His two traveling companions could not conceal their horror.

They said to their host stiffly,

“We don’t drink!”

After this poor start to their visit,

The three spent the next several hours touring 

The church’s re-building efforts,

And talking with their host.

When they finally left the Orthodox priest

And returned to their rented car,

The two pietistic pastors snapped at Dr. McKenzie

“Here you are an official with the World Council of Churches

And a leader in the Church of Scotland

And yet you smoke and drink!”

Dr. McKenzie barked back at them

“No, I don’t smoke and drink,

But someone in there had to be a Christian!”

Or as Jesus put it,

“This is my command:  Love one another!”

When Jesus said these words to his disciples

He prefaced them with the words

“As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; 

Abide in my love.”

The love of the Father for Jesus

Was not a soft, squishy, Hallmark card kind of love.

It was a tough, high expectation kind of love,

Because the Father sent Jesus to do a tough job

The Father’s love for Jesus came with all kinds of demands. 

It was the kind of love

That ultimately required Jesus to go through trial and torture

Which exceed our ability to imagine them.  

When Jesus told the disciples to abide in his love

And to love one another,

Jesus knew that they would need the strength of his love,

Because of the high expectations of his Father about loving one another.

Jesus didn’t tell them just to love the people who were like them,

Or the just the ones that they were comfortable with,

Or the ones that loved them first.

As part of their mission,

They were going to be sent out to their entire world,

Well beyond their national, cultural and religious boundaries,

Where loving might involve all kinds of difficulties.

As Jesus said to them,

I have appointed you to bear fruit,

Fruit that will last.

This bearing of fruit involved carrying the Gospel message

Beyond Jerusalem, Judea and the Jewish culture. 

In the lesson from Acts this morning,

We heard of one of the first challenges that Peter faced.

Peter was a devout Jew,

Who had always obeyed the Jewish dietary and purity laws.

Before our lessons opens,

Peter has had a vision,

Which includes God telling him 

That he should eat all sorts of foods

Which are not eaten by devout Jews.

In the vision he heard, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”

Just, as he is processing this vision,

The Holy Spirit shows up and tells him

That three Gentiles will come and escort him

To the home of Cornelius, a Roman centurion.

Peter is stunned, because as a devout Jew,

He has never associated with Gentiles,

And has certainly never entered a Gentile house, nor eaten Gentile foods.  

But the Spirit tells him Get up and Go!

Jesus never said that following him would be easy;

He only promised that they would abide in the Father’s love!

Following Jesus’ final commands

Meant the disciples 

Had to do all kinds of things that took them

Past their personal boundaries and out of their comfort zones. 

In last week’s lesson,

We heard how, without precedent,

Philip followed the Spirit’s command to the Gaza wilderness road,

Where he baptized the Ethiopian eunuch.

This week, Peter is called to stay and eat with non-Jews.

In the process of preaching the Good News of Jesus Christ to them,

Peter sees the Holy Spirit descend on his hosts.

Although he has never heard of the Holy Spirit coming to non-Jews,

The Spirit moves him to defy convention,

And baptize Cornelius and his household in Jesus’ name. 

Go and bear fruit!  Love one another!

What do these words mean to us,

In the 21st century,

In a time when Christianity is being challenged on all sides?

In what ways is the Spirit telling us to “Get up and Go”?

The Spirit has never had a history of respecting human boundaries and conventions.

The Spirit’s reforming wind constantly blows through the church

Pushing at our self-imposed limits and comfort zones.  

Here at CLC, the Spirit has been pushing at us,

Dangling interfaith advocacy at us.

Several of our members will attend an interfaith assembly this afternoon,

Showing visible support for members of our local community,

Who need more viable transportation options.

What is to prevent us from being more involved?

A core of members attended a dinner Friday night,

Learning about how the Spirit is pushing us

To find out how we can use Natural Church Development

To become a healthier church. 

We will learn about our strengths and areas for improvement from this effort,

But, like Peter, will we be tempted to say

“But Lord, I have never done that before?”

We have so many young people right outside these doors

Who know nothing about Christ,

And who have no loving community to fall back on.

Is the Spirit saying to us, as she did to Peter and Philip,

Get up, get out of these pews and go??

Are we open to hear the call?

Even if we respond, what barriers will we bump up against? 

If the people we are called to serve

End up looking different,

Perhaps with purple hair, body piercing and tattoos,

And clothing that doesn’t meet our standards,

Will we be like Dr. McKenzie in the Balkans,

Acting like a Christian,

Or will we be tempted to be like the two pietistic pastors,

Filled with negativity,

Judging, rather than serving? 

It is hard to be Church in the world

In a world that increasingly hostile to religious faiths,

But when Jesus said “You did not choose me, I chose you”

He didn’t say that following would be easy.

It is much easier to look inward,

And concentrate on serving each other in our immediate community,

Than on figuring out how to reach out beyond the church doors and our comfort zones. 

Peter and Philip found out what it meant to be called.

They were sent to difficult places,

And to people who challenged all their standards of normalcy.

It is easy for us to think that the disciples in the first century

Were somehow different from us, special in some way,

Better able to deal with these challenges.

We tend to forget that they were just ordinary people,

Doing ordinary jobs, whom Jesus called and equipped to serve.

Jesus promised them the gift of the Spirit,

And that they would abide in the Father’s love.

The Spirit did indeed come to them,

But she provoked them at every twist and turn,

And they did indeed abide in the Father’s love,

But from this love flowed high expectations for service.

As you sit here in this church on this Sunday morning,

In this very challenging time

In the history of both the Church and our country,

Are you listening to the Spirit,

Or are you hearing only your own words,

Echoing in your ears?

If you are listening,

What is the Spirit saying to you?

What hard job is the Spirit setting before you?

Which boundary is the Spirit asking you to transcend?

Which unlovable person is the Spirit calling you to love? 

We do indeed abide in the Father’s love.

God’s grace has flowed over us.

The Son has lifted up our sins onto his own cross.

The Good News for you is that

Jesus has both called you and saved you.

You don’t have to do anything to have your sins forgiven.

Since you now don’t have to waste time saving yourself,

How will you use all your time?

What will you allow the Spirit to equip YOU to do?

Which neighbor will you LOVE?

The Church in this time and place

Needs the love, resources and talents,

With which God has equipped you. 

In central New Hampshire, in the 21st century,

May you abide in love of the Father,

Draw strength from the saving grace of the Son

And respond to the nudging, urging and restlessness of the Spirit. 

Yours are the only hands and feet that Christ has in this time and place.

Amen
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