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Sermon 6th Sunday of Easter Year B May 5 2024
The readings today again as we have seen repeatedly in this Easter season all point again to the theme…. LOVE.  In the letter from the Acts of the Apostles we hear the disciple’s amazement that the Holy Spirit (the animating breath of God in the world) was given to the Gentiles.  When the followers of Jesus (all of whom were Jewish) who knew him on earth were given the Holy Spirit following Christ’s resurrection, they had a basic assumption this was a gift given solely to those who knew Jesus and were Jewish.  Imagine their surprise when those who were not Jews also received the powerful gift of the Spirit.  They thought this was their special gift.  In falling upon the gentiles, God’s Holy Spirit taught them you cannot control the power of God when it is flowing through a community or a person’s life.  It is powerful and moves us in ways we cannot ask or imagine.
So, what is this power of the Holy Spirit that was given and unleashed on the early Jesus community?  It is the power of Love.  Last week I spoke briefly on Purple Sunday I said LOVE is the grounding and purpose of our lives.  In creating us, God shares God’s DNA with us… the DNA of love is the essence of who and what God is and we share that DNA.  As I also said last week, God is LOVE… the most powerful force in the universe.
My friends the Love of God when fully unleashed is beyond our ability to control it.  It grabs hold of us and takes us into new realms that we cannot ask or imagine or often do not want to go.
When the power of the Holy Spirit is powerfully given to a community of those following the “Way” of Jesus, we let go of personal pride and arrogance.  The early Jesus communities tried to set aside ego and live in an entirely new way.  They took all that they had and placed it in common for the good of the community.  We hear in other passages, they provided for one another in their need.  In some ways it was an attempt at being a Utopian community.  However, it did not last long.  Inevitably, fear and ego and greed entered back in to the community and the free outrageous love of the Spirt was codified, controlled, and bottled up again.  
In his letters Paul chastises the Christian communities for basically abandoning these principals’ creating structures in which some are on top and others having to fend for themselves.
This my friends are the push and pull of our human condition.  It is hard for us to stay in a place of powerful uncontrollable love.  We create structures to get ourselves organized.  Yet, often those same structures we need as humans has lose sight of their purpose that replaces the commandment of LOVE
In our Epistle today we hear the writer of 1 John say, “By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments.”  I think too often the church has qualified these commandments as rules if not followed lead to punishment.  I think it is the wrong message.  

The truer deeper message comes in the words of Jesus himself that we find in the gospel.  Jesus is direct and does not mince words. “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.”  There are no other rules needed.  If we love fully, we will not lie or cheat or murder or covet.  Love gets us to the place where those things are abhorrent to us.  We recognize more clearly times we turn away from the way of Jesus in favor of our own ways. The next line of the gospel tells us how we will know if love is at work, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”  Love bids us to put it all on the line for one another.  
Jesus had it right, the way you grow love is through self-scarifying even if it means laying down one’s life for another… whether that’s children; whether friends, strangers, our enemies, those from other cultures or religions or no religion.  Jesus does not qualify loving; he simply commands us to get out there and love.
We live in a world that seems unable or unwilling in this moment to share love freely.  Self-sacrifice in some circles is out of fashion.  
While we are seeing some resist the call of love for the others diminishes, while at the same time seeing amazing people right now who are putting everything on the line for others.  
We see the dedication of countless men and women, who continue to model self-sacrificing in our hospitals and clinics, in our nursing homes, we see people offering charity to the foodbanks, volunteering their time in their communities.  We see people gathering in peaceful assembly to insist on systemic changes long overdue.
While this time of deep division seems overwhelming, we also see the power that love has when it has been unleashed.  Again, God…IS LOVE.  It is not a phrase to be tossed around, but a power so great it changes lives, communities, and societies.
We hold this overwhelming real power in our hands when we come to church.  I will share one of my favorite quotes by American author Annie Dillard that is a commentary on the power we hold in our hands.  She wrote,
“On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside of the catacombs, sufficiently sensible of conditions. Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it? The churches are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT to kill a Sunday morning. It is madness to wear hats to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our pews. For the sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the waking god may draw us out to where we can never return.”
My friends this is the power we hold in our hands… the power of 
LOVE.  May we allow ourselves to unleash this power and change the 
world.  LOVE IS the only thing that can.
I want to focus on one example of self-sacrificing love.  I learned from a parishioner today is National Fallen Fire Fighters Memorial Day.  The men and women who run toward fire to save others and paid the highest price.  They exemplify “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” 
In honor of those 69 fallen firefighters who died in our country tin 2023I end with this prayer in memory of their gift of love.

“Holy God, we come before you today remembering the loss of the firefighters who have died in the line of duty.   Their communities mourn the loss of these true heroes in their midst who gave their lives in the line of duty while protecting lives, homes, and communities.   Jesus says, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.”  These firefighters who answered the call to this difficult and dangerous task have shown love and commitment of the highest order for those they served. 
No one can repay the sacrifice of these courageous men and women.   We can only acknowledge they gave their all. 
Help us to be inspired and changed by their self-sacrifice, their strength, their courage, and their sense of duty.  And may we, like Christ be willing sacrifice ourselves for our brothers and sisters even if it costs us our lives. Amen.
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