Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily
5th Sunday of Easter, May 14, 2017
Acts 6:1-7; 1 Peter 2:4-9; John 14:1-12; Psalm 33, “The Creator loves justice and right.”


There’s a theme running through our first two readings today, and it seems to be that rejection is part of the human experience, and has been with us for a very long time. 

In our first reading from the Acts of the Apostles , we come upon the early Christian community in the midst of what seems to be a growing rift between liberals and conservatives. The Hellenistic Jews have adopted the liberal culture of a cosmopolitan world, where Greek is the common language.  And these Hellenistic Jews aren’t especially popular with the Hebrew Jews who have stayed in a more agrarian culture, still speak Aramaic in their day-to-day lives, and Hebrew in their synagogues.
 In this reading, we hear the Hellenistic Jews complaining to the apostles that when food is distributed by the Hebrew Jews, their Hellenistic widows aren’t cared for or fed as well as the Hebrew widows. What we see is  a blatant rejection of liberals by conservatives, a religious conundrum not unknown to us even in our own day. In a move that would make modern HR professionals proud, the Hebrew Jewish apostles appoint seven Hellenistic, Greek-speaking men to take care of the distribution of food and the offering of table ministry to all. This seems to take care of the issue. But I’m left with the sense of there being rifts within the Christian community, even from the very outset. I wonder just how comfortable the Hellenistic Jews really felt in their community, knowing that they were disliked, distrusted, and in many ways, perceived as :”The Other.”

Whether it’s the rejection of the Hellenistic Jews or the rejection of the perfectly good stone that Peter speaks of in his letter, one  message in our first two readings is clear … rejection doesn’t necessarily have to stop there. There’s always the possibility of turning that rejection into redemption. Hellenistic widows get fed … structures are built on rejected cornerstones … there’s always reason to hope, always reason to believe that there will be some light at the end of the tunnel. 
So I wonder if hope is what Jesus is trying to teach us in John’s Gospel today when he says, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. ” No matter what  happens, no matter the suffering, no matter the rejection, no matter what doubts or fears or wavering faith or flat-out disbelief we may experience  – Jesus invites us not to let any of those feelings own us. It’s Ok to feel what we feel. Do not let your hearts be troubled. Ever. I am with you. Always.

 To me, these are just about the most important words Jesus says in all of scripture. It’s a pity that over time, we’ve twisted the beautiful words of Jesus’ discourse in today’s Gospel into demands that the whole world acknowledge Jesus as the Way, the Truth, the Life, without whom no one comes to God. I’m afraid Christianity has  played down Jesus’ promise of presence in favor of a message of rejection for other religions and belief systems stronger than what was leveled against the Hellenistic Jews. No Jesus, No Way. Period.

I just can’t believe that’s what Jesus meant in the discourse we heard today. As we listen to Jesus talk, we can almost seeing his eyes rolling in his head as he tries – again and again – to get Thomas and Philip to understand and accept what they already know but they just can’t believe …

That when they see the face of Jesus, they see the face of God

That when they we walk with Jesus, they walk with God

That when Jesus promises them comfort, now and in eternity, that is a promise made by God

That Jesus is the perfect manifestation, the perfect avatar of God

That when their acts mirror the acts of Jesus, they mirror the acts of God

Nowhere does Jesus really say that he is the only such avatar. In fact, he opens that experience up to each of us when he says that the truth of the matter is that anyone who believes that what they see in me is of God will find that same truth in themselves and their own belief systems. As human beings, we look to our spiritual icons to see the face of God, and in so looking, we all become all avatars – whether we are Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Jewish, or Muslim.   


In this discourse, Jesus promises that we will do his works and greater works besides. In commenting on this promise, the Jesuit scripture scholar, Scott Lewis has this to say:
This stunning promise of Jesus is given scant attention in modern Church settings, much to our spiritual detriment. … To pray in the name of Jesus has nothing to do with a quasi-magical power in pronouncing a name; it means to ask for something with the same mind and heart as Jesus, and it presupposes our abiding in him through the Spirit. 
In other words, Jesus invites us to look at him, to adopt his mind and heart, to “believe” in him so that we become him. In the end, we are all avatars. To go back to Peter’s letter, we are all living stones, “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a consecrated nation, a people set apart.” And we are all these things the moment we accept that when we have really seen Jesus and allowed his heart and mind to become ours, we have seen God. And in taking on the mind and heart of Jesus, we ourselves have become avatars of God.


The Irish theologian, Diarmuid O’Murchu, has a  phrase he uses to talk about the edifice that these living stones builds. He says that this edifice – or the People of God as we know it – should be called not a church, but a Companionship of Empowerment. In other words, says O’Murchu,  what Jesus teaches us is not to worship him as a static, cornerstone,  God-idol, and not to build temples to him. Our invitation, instead, is to look deeply into Jesus’ life … to live our lives as he lives his, in the presence of the Holy One … and  to companion each other in a mutual empowerment that actually brings the Kin-dom of God to being here on earth. 


So how do we end our reflections today? We hold these words close to the very center of our  being  -- Let not your hearts be troubled! You are avatars of all that is good and holy, wise and compassionate, loving and caring and gracious. Now, go out and act like it!  
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