SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER ‘A’

 

Today’s Gospel reading is another section of Jesus’ sermon to his apostles after the Last Supper on the night before He died.  Saint John the Gospel writer has written this at the end of the First Century, some 70 years after the Last Supper, in order to encourage the Christians of his time.  And it does encourage and inspire them.  But this Good News was not all that good for those whom John pictures listening to Jesus, because they did not want him to die and they did not yet have the experience of believing that Jesus had indeed sent the Holy Spirit of God to them.  It was nice of Jesus to say to them:  “I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you.  In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me, because I live and you will live.  On that day you will realize that I am in the Father and you are in me and I am in you.” But it was not something they could appreciate at the time. It is something like the difference between being assured by the doctor that we will be restored to health after extensive treatment or surgery, and actually recovering our health some months later.

The first thing Jesus does in today’s Gospel reading is to speak to his disciples’ greatest fear – fear of separation from him; fear of abandonment by him; fear of being left alone.  Jesus wants them to know that while death will end his earthly life, death cannot and will not end their relationship.  Jesus will be available to them in new ways after his death.  The Holy Spirit will make this possible.  They will continue to experience divine presence if they stay open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

For some of you, the name Tom Bodett immediately calls to mind the Motel 6 advertisement that concludes, “We’ll leave the light on for you.”  Lately, I do not often hear that ad, but Tom Bodett is frequently a panelist on “Wait, Wait, Don’t Tell Me” on National Public Radio at noon on Saturdays.  Another saying attributed to Tom Bodett is “They say a person needs just three things in order to be happy in this world – someone to love, something to do, and something to hope for.”

The early Christians to whom Saint John was writing about Jesus’ teachings to the apostles after the Last Supper were finding all three of those things in their faith in Jesus. Because he loved them to death on the cross, they found in Jesus someone to love and to encourage them to love others.  That love inspired them to always do something for others, even when it meant that they must suffer for doing good.  And the experience of loving Jesus in return and serving others as he modeled in word and deed gave them hope.

In today’s second reading, Saint Peter urged them: “Sanctify Christ as Lord in your heart.  Always be ready to give an explanation to anyone who asks you for a reason for your hope.”

Today’s Gospel reading might be called Jesus’ Last Will and Testament.  He assures them of his abiding love if they will keep his commandments.  And he will ask the Father and the Father will give them another advocate to be with them always, the Spirit of Truth.

We are rapidly approaching the conclusion of the Easter Season and preparing to live Christ’s presence during the remainder of the Church year, which we call Ordinary Time.  On the weekends in June we will celebrate: the Ascension of the Lord; the gift of God’s Spirit at Pentecost; the feast of the Most Holy Trinity; and Corpus Christi, the solemnity of the Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ.  

Deacon Dave will be preaching next weekend, the feast of the Ascension.  And I wish he would preach every one of those feasts during June.  They are great and wonderful mysteries of our faith, but it is a real challenge to connect them with the experience of daily living.

At the Last Supper, Jesus promised another Advocate to replace himself, the Holy Spirit.  Jesus is the first Advocate, the first representation of the Father to us.  Jesus is the image of God.  

On the evening after His Resurrection, Jesus confers the Spirit upon the disciples.  Before ascending to the Father, Jesus breathes on them and says to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit.  Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.”  Through forgiveness of one another, God become present to us in the other Advocate, the Holy Spirit.

We experience the presence of this other advocate, the Spirit, by obeying Jesus’ commandments to love the Lord with all our heart, mind, and soul, and to love our neighbor as ourselves.  Saint Paul explains that love is not so much what we say or feel as it is what we do – be patient, be kind, be gentle, be forgiving, be truthful, and remain faithful.  Through sacrifice and self-control, we live the laws of love.

As we enjoy this new gift, this new Advocate of God’s presence, the Holy Spirit, we remember and realize that the risen Jesus continues to come to us as he promised in the Eucharist.  In the Eucharist Jesus comes to be with us, and brings us the Father, for he is in the Father and we are in him and he is in us.  Since the Resurrection, God surrounds us with God’s presence and love!

The Eucharist, the mystery of our faith which we proclaim at each Mass, is our nourishment for living God’s presence each day in the world.  We only leave behind the leftover consecrated hosts in the tabernacle as we “go in peace to love and serve the Lord.”  Jesus goes with us in His Risen Presence.

I was pleased to discover these decals of the Eucharist offered by the Archdiocesan Council of Catholic Women, and I have ordered a supply for us. It says, “The Eucharist – Christ’s Real Presence.”  In two weeks, on the feast of Pentecost, you will find one inside the parish bulletin.  You may see and read about it today in the monthly newsletter.

I hope that you will see fit to display this on the rear window of your vehicle.  I know it is not something that Catholics do; we tend to be timid about proclaiming our faith.  But I hope that you will dare to do it, both for your own good and for that of all who will see it. In the words of Saint Peter, “Sanctify Christ as Lord in your heart; always be ready to give an explanation to anyone who asks you for a reason for your hope.” 

 
