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The Seventh Sunday of Easter
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Sunday, May 24th, 2009

The Rev. Dr. Katharine C. Black

Acts 1:15-17; 21-26

Psalm 1

1 John 5:9-13

John 17:6-19

This is the day the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it. AMEN.

This is the loneliest Sunday in the church year—after the Ascension, but before Pentecost and the coming gift of the ever-present Holy Spirit. While Paul in Ephesians described the disciples as full of joy and praise for God as Jesus ascended, both in Acts and Luke the picture is of Jesus disappearing into the clouds and then he’s gone. Jesus had vanished and the collect prays that we, and all the disciples, not be left comfortless. This is the Sunday when it’s fair to consider being comfortless, or what it would be like without Jesus, and his promises, and have his Ascension be the end of his presence, participation, and liveliness in the lives of people.

If that situation weren’t hard enough to contemplate, the texts for today have only one story, the election of the replacement of Judas, and then the other two readings talk about the relationship of Jesus to those who do believe and those who don’t, those to whom Jesus was sent and those—not. Then this sentence: “And now I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you, Holy Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that they may be one as we are one.”

That union of God the Father, or God the Creator with Jesus presents a challenge to Christians and always has. There are three ordinary ways to deal with that unity: 1) Christians turn inward to find what core of personal beliefs that would find them unified with other Christians with whom they are obviously not unified, or 2) Christians reach out to persuade, argue, and other ways contend with other Christians to have them join them, or 3) to try to say that it is they who are the unified ones and not the others.  The set-up in the Gospel seems to say that some are in, and some are out.

The idea of Christian unity is hard in any of these three ways, because they are contentious and often argumentative, and the criterion for being in rather than out seems to be right believing—we neither agree with that nor know what that would be, but the hope of unity is one that eludes us in concept as well as reality. What would Christian unity be? Choice 1 of being deeply inward and private lacks the purpose of religions: to be helpful to those in need, to feed the hungry, comfort the sad, and to love and serve each other as God has served them as individuals. Somehow being at home with my own shaft of prayer and light to God through Jesus, to understand what elements of the faith are universal and make me unified in those with others who share them, doesn’t seem something worthy of Jesus or a movement in his name.

Choice 2 is having various groups of Christianity war it out arguing that their Christianity is better than the others and that choice is essentially what we are doing. My Christianity is better than yours, more authentic, more historic, more spiritual, more active, more open, more hospitable, more new and innovative, more traditional, or whatever else one group can pitch at another to assert imagined superiority. The reality of these arguments is one of the major objections many people hold against Christianity, or actually against Christians. People hear and see the hacking away at other groups and want to pitch the whole contentious scene out, with the arguments, the holier-than-thou adherents to the different subsets of Christianity, and the constant ground of disagreeable and often seemingly meaningless conversations, in the name of unity.

Choice 3 suggests instead of arguing out details between brands of Christianity, just takes over the others and wants to be the trump version, the authorized version, or the right kind of Christianity. Again the voices are unpleasant and virtually undo what they’re saying about loving one another as Jesus has loved us. 

In some ways John’s Gospel seems to set up the base for the in/out, authentic/inauthentic, right believing/wrong believing and other inexplicable divisions.

Sarah Dylan Breuer, cited in “Synthesis,” writes: “So what if we took as our starting point that we are members of the Body of Christ, not because we achieved a goal but because of who Christ is and what Christ has done.

“It just might give us courage to be honest about our differences, since our connectedness with others is based not on what we think or what we do, but on who and whose we are.”

Maybe what unifies us can be, and is indeed, who we are and whose we are. We are those who are both sad that Jesus has left us and has returned to be with God, and we are those who rejoice that he has returned to that starting point, that safe and overseeing home with God. That double, simultaneous understanding and view of, belief in Jesus is a way to understand the incarnation. If he weren’t human, his life, work, and presence in heaven wouldn’t provide a useful model for us; if he weren’t God his ongoing presence and reality for us wouldn’t be possible.

This morning’s Gospel, which is part of the long talk by Jesus to his disciples, at his last meal with them, wasn’t written until well after his death and resurrection. Today’s part is a prayer for the disciples, and part of the Evangelist’s purpose in writing it would seem to be to help sustain a community of disciples in their belief in Jesus as the Son of God, thereby to strengthen their resolve to withstand fierce opposition. John makes this a prayer from Jesus, Jesus by then having died, theologically to express a community’s longing for sustained connection with the One who is the source of their identity and their hope. Writing about this sort of reality is often the work of poets. When Galway Kinnell, quoted in “Christian Century,” writes to an unnamed beloved about his own dying, saying in “Promissory Note”

“If I die before you…

I will cross over into you

And ask you to carry

Not only your own memories

But mine too.”         (from Strong is your Hold)      

Similarly Seamus Heaney writes about the death of his mother after a long family vigil:

“The space we stood around had been emptied

Into us to keep, it penetrated

Clearances that suddenly stood open.”

 (from “Clearances 7,” Selected Poems1966-1987) 

Jesus asks that his disciples be sanctified in the truth and adds, “your word is truth.” That God’s word is truth and is Jesus, his life, death, resurrection, ascension, and joining with God to guard, protect, inspire, support, and sustain God’s people is John’s assertion that there is and will be an on-going and life-giving penetration of clearances, and a carrying over of memories together. Humans pray for such sustained connections with Jesus and the Holy One particularly at the time when Jesus vanishes from sight, and we are wondering whether we are comfortless or deluded, or are part of a shared penetration of the in-breaking of God in our world. I think that’s what Breuer is getting at about our being part of the Body of Christ based on who we are and whose we are. We are irrevocably connected as God’s own as ourselves and chosen to be part of God’s eternal word. Being one, being unified, is not about denominations and their divisiveness or personal journeys of self-discovery, but rather unity in the Body of Christ. There are responsibilities for Christ’s hands, feet, ears, eyes, mind, humor, joy, compassion, anger at injustices, which we are unified in Him to do and be. More ears for Christ makes it possible to spot more injustices, and more arms for Christ make their be more strength to combat them. There are, though, united feelings of despair at not getting enough done, along with hope of working away at the mission of God, together, unified in that mission, work, service to all, and in God’s confidence and welcome to each of us united in the beloved Son’s body. That unity in, and with, the Word makes an urgency for all of us to get at the that work as individuals, as members of this parish, as Episcopalians, as Anglicans, as Christians, and committedly and purposely as part of the Body of Christ. That back and forth energetic ever-moving interchanging is unity that has changed and can continue to change lives and fulfill God’s purposes for the whole world. That’s a unity worthy not only of our every effort as co-workers with God’s Word and recipients of the Word’s urgency, but also guarantees the acceptability of what it is that we do do. We, as the Body of Christ, have people to be and work to do, empowered as Christ’s Body in the world and welcomed as Christ’s Body secure forever with God eternally. That’s inspiring, unified reality and Good News.
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