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Easter 5 C

May 2, 2010

Acts 11:1-8, Psalm 148, Revelation 21:1-6, John 13:31-35

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Since I’ve moved to Nebraska, I have come to appreciate the changing seasons in a way that I never did while living in California. The other day, I was standing out on the deck behind my house enjoying the spring weather and the flowers and the sound of the pond that is behind my house.   I began thinking about how spring is the season of new growth, new life, resurrection, and new everything.   That is particularly true when I  contrast how my backyard looks now with the way it looked in January when there were 18-20 foot drifts totally covering everything.   It’s hard to believe now, but you know it is a pretty amazing sight when people with 7 license plates are driving past your house as they did last January and February taking pictures.

 
Anyway spring is a time of newness.  The poet Joyce Rupp describes this divine majesty this way:

O Dancer of Creation,

The earth awakes to an urgent call to grow.

In the hidden recesses of my wintered spirit

I, too, hear the humming of your voice,

Calling me, wooing me, back to life.


As God is present everywhere, I am sure those experiences in my yard prepared me for reading today’s scriptures.  When I go to prepare a sermon, I usually read the scripture through silently or out loud and see what catches my attention.  Today I was struck by how much we serve a God who delights in us, but who also delights in making all things new.   For, it seems to me, we serve a God who is bit by bit reclaiming all of his creation. In today’s reading from  Revelation, for example, John relates that he is in the throne room of God and hears the Holy One say, “See, I am making all things new.”   And in the Gospel from John, it is the Last Supper and Jesus gives his disciples “A New Commandment.” “Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.”  And although the reading from Acts doesn’t mention the word “new,” when the Holy Spirit intervenes with a group of Gentiles, Peter and the other apostles are forced to accept Gentiles as believers which is definitely a new idea.

God’s call to make all things new has been going on since creation. He sends Abraham to a new land.  He takes Joseph from a position of enslavement to a position of power.  And He rescues the Israelite slaves from Egypt.  Our God is a God who delights in making all things new.    This is not making things new just because or just for the sake of to making things new.  It seems to me that God initiates and participates in a making things new that moves all of creation one step further to redemption.   And we are called to co-create with God in the sense of Genesis 2 when God gives humankind dominion or stewardship over the plants and animals of the earth.


How might we answer that call to make all things new, that call to love one another? Three things come to mind.  The first is to not fall into mindless ruts of repetition.  The second is to practice following the prompts of the Holy Spirit.  And the third is to live with love and integrity refusing to give up our standards to follow the crowd.


It seems to me one of the things that can put blinders on our ability to make all things new is to fall into the rut of always doing things the same way we have done before.  Where might that be true in your life? It isn’t that doing things like we’ve always done them is bad, but it closes us off to the possibilities that might be right before us.   We see what we expect to see.   Have you ever had the experience, for example, of driving somewhere you have driven a thousand times and have no recollection of the scenery from when you left your driveway to when you arrived at your destination.   Not only can that be a bit unsettling, it also means that we have missed God’s continual creation of newness that is before us if we only have eyes to see.   We have missed God’s call to us through the scriptures today of “See I am making all things new.”  Instead how about beginning each day with a paraphrase of Psalm 118:24?  This is the day the Lord has made.  Let me rejoice in it.  Or with a question, “Where will I meet or see You at work today, Lord?”

Secondly, we can practice following the prompts of the Holy Spirit like Peter does in the reading from Acts today. Sometimes even when it does not seem to make sense.   In today’s lesson ,Peter is praying and in the prayer the Lord directs him three times to expand his idea of what is ok to eat.  This is in direct contrast to what  strict Jewish dietary laws had dictated for generations, but Peter follows the Lord’s direction.  He also follows the men to Caesarea at the direction of the Spirit.  The result when the Holy Spirit falls upon the household is that Gentile believers become part of the early Church.  

Following the Holy Spirit takes practice learning what that leading looks and feels like.  It might come through what some have called “Holy Spirit goose bumps.”  It might come through prayer.  It might come through reading and getting direction from scripture.  It might come through the words of another person who speaks God’s word to you consciously or unconsciously.  Or the Holy Spirit might come to you in a combination of ways or in a totally new way.  Sometimes, like Peter in today’s reading, the direction may not seem to make sense.  But we can learn to follow the Spirit’s prompting sometimes by trial and error.  For we definitely will make mistakes when we believe that the Holy Spirit is leading and discover that is not so.   Making mistakes is also part of the process, for learning what direction is not of the Holy Spirit helps us focus more on what is of the Spirit.


And finally we can participate in making all things new  by living with integrity and refusing, if necessary, to follow the crowd.  Rhoda sent me the following story entitled “The Seed” which illustrates how God can make things new in sometimes very surprising ways.


A successful business man was growing old and knew it was time to choose a successor to take over the business.  Instead of choosing one of his Directors or his children, he decide to do something different.  He called all the young executives in his company together.  He said, “It is time for me to step down and choose the next CEO.  I have decided to choose one of you.


The young executives were shocked, but the boss continued. “I am going to give each one of you a SEED today.  One very special SEED.  I want you to plant the seed, water it, and come back here one year from today with what you have grown from the seed.  I will then judge the plants that you bring, and the one I choose will be the next CEO.


One man, named Jim, was there that day and he, like the others, received a seed.  He went home and excitedly told his wife the story.  She helped him get a pot, soil and compost; and he planted the seed.  Everyday, he would water it and watch to see if it had grown.  After about three weeks, some of the other executives began to talk about their seeds, and the plants that were beginning to grow.


Jim kept checking his seed, but nothing ever grew.  Three weeks, four weeks, five weeks went by, still nothing.  By now, others were talking about their plants, but Jim didn’t have a plant and he felt like a failure.  Six months went by—still nothing in Jim’s pot.  He just knew that he had killed his seed.  Everyone else had trees and tall plants, but he had nothing.  Jim didn’t say anything to his colleagues, however.  He just kept watering and fertilizing the soil hoping the seed would grow.


A year finally went by and all the young executives of the company brought their plants to the CEO for inspection.  Jim told his wife that he wasn’t going to take an empty pot.  But she asked him to be honest about what happened.  Jim felt sick to his stomach, it was going to be the most embarrassing moment of his life, but he knew his wife was right.  He took his empty pot to the board room.  When Jim arrived, he was amazed at the variety of plants grown by the other executives.  They were beautiful, in all shapes and sizes.  Jim put his empty pot on the floor and many of his colleagues laughed.  A few felt sorry for him.


When the CEO arrived, he surveyed the room and greeted those assembled.  Jim tried to hide in the back. “My what great plants, trees, and flowers you have grown!” said the CEO.  “Today one of you will be appointed as my successor.”


Then the CEO spotted Jim at the back of the room with his empty pot.  He ordered that Jim come to the front.  Jim was embarrassed and terrified believing he was going to lose his job.  When Jim got to the front, the CEO asked him what had happened to his seed.  Jim told him the story.


The CEO asked everyone to sit down except Jim.  He looked at him and announced, “Here is your next Chief Executive Officer! His name is Jim!”  


“How could he be the new CEO?” the others said.


To which the CEO replied, “One year ago today, I gave everyone in this room a seed.  I told you to take the seed, plant it, water it, and bring it back to me today.  But I gave you all boiled seeds; they were dead- it was not possible for them to grow.  All of you, except Jim, have brought me trees, plants and flowers.  When you found that the seed would not grow, you substituted another seed for the one I gave you.  Jim is the only one with enough courage and honest y to bring me a pot with my seed in it.  Therefore, he is the one who will be the new CEO.

If you plant honesty, you will reap trust.

If you plant humility, you will reap greatness.

If you plant faith in God, you will reap a harvest.”


As we move together once again through this season of new life which the world calls spring, but which Christians call Easter, may we watch carefully.  May we avoid the ruts of repetition, learn to hear and follow the call of the Holy Spirit, and live with integrity and love.   May we watch carefully for the God who delights in making all things new. 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

