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Acts 13:14, 43-52; Revelation 7:9, 14-17; John 10:27-30; Psalm 100, We are God’s people, the sheep of God’s pasture.

There’s someone in our community – it’s either Lauren Welch or Joan Sipes – who has a bumper sticker on her car that reads God Bless Everyone – No Exceptions. And I thought of that bumper sticker when I was reflecting on our readings for today. 

· In the Acts of the Apostles, we’re told that God continues to love the Gentiles and the Jews, with the good news of salvation that reaches the ends of the earth.  
· In the Book of Revelation God has moved from loving merely the 144,000 elect to the totality of what’s described as, quote, “an immense crowd without number, from every nation, tribe, people, and language.”

· And in John’s Gospel, Jesus finally says that he and God are one, and that not one of those sheep entrusted to Jesus in God’s love will be lost. All will be cared for and loved.

God love and blesses and supports and is present to everyone, no exceptions. And bumper-sticker-theology or not, that is cause for rejoicing. 
And maybe that’s why the Church offers us this rather extended season of Easter. I don’t know if you’ve ever thought about it before, but after Ordinary Time, Easter is the longest liturgical season of the year. Christmas varies, but it’s never more than two weeks, Advent is four weeks and Lent is forty days – but Easter! Easter is fifty days, and these are days that are meant for keeping resurrection alive, days that are meant for rejoicing.

And we need reason to rejoice. These days, when our nation has become so divided and we see such terrible machinations going on as political parties struggle for power, the Easter season invites us to remember the early Church. Throughout the Easter season we read the Acts of the Apostles. And while scripture paints a pretty rosy picture of the early Church, we all know it didn‘t really look all that much like a Norman Rockwell painting! There were Jewish-Gentile struggles, intra-synagogue and intra-Christian community, struggles among the apostles themselves, struggles with Roman law and struggles with Greek culture.  The early Christians had Claudius and Caligula; and we have Donald Trump. Yet somehow, the followers of Jesus made it through their times … as we will make it through ours. God loves everyone, no exceptions. 

In the Book of Revelation, John has a vision. In that vision, he sees countless numbers of people standing before God’s throne, all of them dressed in long white robes that have been made spotless by being washed in the blood of the Lamb. And while that language might be bothersome to some of us, all it really means is that John is en-visioning  the innumerable ones of us who, throughout all history,  have been tested, have persevered, and out of that, have been transformed. Maybe in John’s day, he was talking about a testing and a perseverance that led to the transformation of martyrdom. But in our day, we might wonder what kind of test will demand a perseverance that will transform us? How do we get to wearow do we get to  long white robes and hold palm branches that symbolize victory? I’d like to suggest that just living in the moment tests us and transforms us, usually all we need.  Following Jesus as consciously as we can, trying to be one with each other in times that are easy and in times that are hard, trying to love when there’s no rational reason to love -- that’s the stuff of transformation. And that’s what will earn each person in this room a “white robe and palm branch”  to wave. Don’t worry about whether you’re one of the 144,00 chosen to be raptured; just count yourself among those innumerable souls in today’s reading to whom God promises shelter forever. God will wipe away every tear from our eyes and we will be led to springs of living water. God loves everyone, no exceptions. 

And then along comes Jesus on this day that we celebrate the Feast of the Good Shepherd.  And what does he say but – once again – God loves everyone, no exceptions. Note that in John’s  Gospel, Jesus doesn’t put any prerequisites on his love 
for us. We don’t have to jump through any hoops for God’s love. God’s love is a pre-existing condition! God knows us first and calls us first; and no matter how far we wander or how long we stay away, when we’re ready to hear God’s voice and follow, God will be there. God loves everyone, no exceptions.

We heard one of the saddest lines in all of scripture in our first reading today. In case you missed it, Paul and Barnabas had preached in a synagogue on the Sabbath about the immense love and  grace and mercy of God. Apparently that message was so powerful that the next week, the entire city turned out to hear it again. But instead of embracing that message with joy, the leaders of the synagogue were filled with jealousy. And here come the sad words – Paul said to those leaders, You have rejected the word of God because you do not think yourselves worthy of eternal life. Back to the bumper sticker – You do not believe that God loves and blesses everyone, no exceptions. Christian, Jew, Roman, Greek, slave, free, male, female, red state, blue state, Democrat, Republican … no exceptions.  

Now maybe that is hard to believe. Maybe as human beings  we have had  it drummed  into us in our religion and in our super-competitive culture that God is all about right and wrong, judging us and judging others … that God separates the sheep from the goats …  that God  only loves the chosen 144,000 of those who are wearing their white robes washed in the blood of the Lamb. But that’s not the message of Easter. The message of Easter is the bumper sticker message – God loves and blesses everyone, no exceptions. And we have 29 days left out of 50 in the season of Easter to allow that message to sink in. That’s more than half, so let’s do it. Let’s remember that the message of Easter and the message of Psalm 109 are one and the same. Let’s pray the words of Psalm 109 with all our hearts, and let’s remember, Our God is good. God’s steadfast love endures forever; God’s faithfulness is to all generations; we are God’s people, the sheep of God’s pasture -- no exceptions!      
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