St. Mary of the Angels  Easter V C   5/15/22
Acts 14:21-27;   Rev. 21:1-5a;  John 13:31-33a, 34-35

My Brothers and Sisters,

St. John the Evangelist, one of Jesus’ twelve apostles, and, along with Peter and James, one of Jesus’ inner circle, was also a poet, a mystic, and a prophet.  As poet, mystic, prophet, -- exiled on the island of Patmos --he saw what others did not see, and he heard what others did not hear.

In today’s reading from The Book of Revelation, in a vision, John saw “a new heavens and a new earth” and he heard the voice of God saying: “Behold, I make all things new.” 

A vision of a new heavens and a new earth, -- and a message that all things will be made new!

What a hopeful vision!  What an uplifting message!

When I look at the cluster of trees and stretch of lawn outside my window, I clearly see that God is, indeed, making our landscape new, clothing it with fresh green leaves, with flocks of scurrying robins, and small bunnies peeking out from bushes.  Everything is wonderfully new out there!
But, when I see pictures from Ukraine with bombed out buildings, broken tanks and bleeding bodies, I see no newness and ask: can God really bring new life from such total destruction?
Nine years ago, when Jorge Bergoglio was elected pope and took the name Francis, I had hoped that God was bringing new life to our Church again and that the dream of Vatican II would finally come to fruition.
But, when I read narrow minded statements by Church leaders and hear of their prejudiced actions, I almost despair of Church renewal and feel again the heavy weight of the past. Will the new vision of Vatican II ever be fulfilled?
When on January 20th of 2020, Joe Biden was inaugurated president of the United States in a moving ceremony, I had hoped that our country had turned a corner from the violent insurrection of January 6th, and would be moving towards a more civil, respectful and life-giving direction.  

But, now, when I see how political and dysfunctional our Supreme Court has become, I wonder whether we can ever expect a new spirit of fairness, of justice for all and special concern for the weak.
So, it was more in a spirit of discouragement than of hope, that I came to today’s Gospel – also from John.  In a brief paragraph, Jesus speaks of glory and love.  He mentions glory five times and love four times.  Glory and love go together.

First, we have to remember that Jesus’ era in Israel was far worse than our time today.  Roman occupation, oppressive taxes, grinding poverty and rampant disease kept a people fearful and beaten down.  So, when Jesus speaks of glory, he is speaking of the glory that comes only through the experience of suffering.

In fact, in this Gospel today,

Jesus has just washed his disciples’ feet.

Judas has just left the room in order to betray him.

Jesus knows that he will be crucified on the following day.

It is in this context that Jesus speaks of glory for He knows that his crucifixion will end in resurrection – for Himself and for all of us. That is the glory.
In this context, Jesus also speaks of love, a new kind of love.

Previously, Jesus had said, “Love your neighbor as yourself.  Very challenging!

But, now, Jesus says something more challenging, “Love one another as I have loved you.”

We know what that kind of love looks like.

It is a love that says, “No greater love is there than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”

It is a love that says, “I will do anything for you!”

It is a love that costs, takes effort, requires sacrifice, keeps going beyond oneself.
When I read of Ukrainian men sacrificing their life for their country, of women going back to rescue their parents or be with their husbands, of families in other countries welcoming refugees into their homes, of Red Cross and UN volunteers rescuing people from Mariupol, then I see the possibility of a new heavens and a new earth and the promise of new life: one person at a time, one sacrifice at a time, even one death at a time.
It was when everything looked bleakest for the Church of the first century, with the martyrdom of countless Christians and John being exiled to the island of Patmos, that he saw his vision of a new heavens and a new earth, and heard God promise to make all things new.
It was when everything looked bleakest for Jesus and his followers, that Jesus gave a new commandment: to” love one another as I have loved you.”

Out of death comes the promise of new life.
We New Englanders should know by now that the new life of spring always follows the death of winter. Winter comes first.
The road to new life is long.  The work is slow.

But God is counting on us.  

God could make promises of a new heavens and a new earth – of making all things new, because God saw from eternity that we would be here to help Him, that we would try our best to live his new commandment of love.  We are integral to his promises. May we do our best to make God’s promise of newness come true!  The final word is to love, to love one another as Jesus has loved us.  We can do it if we keep our eyes on Jesus and the love He has showered upon us.
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