Gloria R. Carpeneto
Homily 4th Sunday in Easter
Comfort, Consolation, A Bad Week,  and Our Friend, Anne

I know it gives us all a sense of love and joy to be gathered here on this 4th Sunday in Easter, with people we see nearly every week, and to welcome those who  have joined us this afternoon to honor our sister & our friend, Anne. And it feels like the spirit of Anne with us, that our readings this afternoon are filled with images that are among the most comforting and consoling in all the scriptures. 

In the Gospel today, we heard Jesus saying to his followers that nobody, nowhere, no how can separate us from his love. Jesus is our Good Shepherd, who will never allow us to be snatched away from him. In Jesus, we too are safe from all evil.


In our first reading, we were told how Paul & Barnabas were able to continue to share the good news, even though they were in the midst of intrigue and even expulsion from their community. The Spirit was with these fearless preachers as She is with us. In  the Spirit, we too are blessed with faith and the courage to live our truth.

In John’s great vision of what heaven will look like, we saw a vivid picture of all the saints from time immemorial, who loved God, and whom God now rewards. All those whom we have ever loved and who have gone home to God, God brings to living water. In God, every tear is wiped from their eyes and from ours.

Again – beautiful images in our readings – we are safe from evil, we are blessed with courage, and every tear is wiped from our eyes.     

And these images of comfort and consolation continue beyond our readings. We opened our liturgy this afternoon with that great hymn of trust that was written nearly 150 years ago.
My life flows on in endless song, above earth’s lamentation.
I hear the real, though far-off hymn, that hails a new creation.
No storm can shake my inmost calm while to that rock I’m clinging.
Since Christ is Lord of heaven and earth, how can I keep from singing?
And yet, for all the consoling words we heard in our readings today, it was hard to keep on singing this past week. It was hard to watch bombs explode and buildings go up in flames. It was hard to see carnage in our streets, brothers and sisters killed or maimed. It was hard to hard to see the lives of two young men given up to a worldview of anger, rage, violence and revenge. It was hard to wrap our heads around the fact that someone would send a poison-laced letter to the President of the United States. And it was heartbreaking to accept that for lack of any meaningful legislation,  guns and assault weapons will continue to be rampant on our streets, 


This past week was difficult to live through. It was disappointing. It was filled with tragedy. Some of us might even say, this week, our world was drenched in evil. And yet there are those readings we heard today that say that a God who loves the world and all that is in it is always with us – so what are we to make of our readings today? In the wake of the week we have just loved through, are they just words we hear, or are they something we can truly hold onto? In the end, we ask ourselves – is our world a good, safe place where all is well, or are those words we heard in our readings today merely words, as Shakespeare once said, signifying nothing?


I hope the scriptures are real for us. But we might want to give them some  contemporary fleshing out, and that fleshing out  might be found in the writings of Dr. Eben Alexander in his recent book, Proof of Heaven.  As many of us know, Dr. Alexander is a neurosurgeon who had a remarkable Near Death Experience (the experience of dying, then coming  back to life again). He wrote about it from a scientific perspective. And whether we believe Dr. Eben’s  experience to be absolute proof of an afterlife or not, his words describing his journey to the other side may well complement our readings this morning. Listen as Dr. Alexander describes what he saw in his own Book of Revelation.
From where I was, I could see the earth as a pale, blue dot in the immense blackness of physical space. I could see that the earth was a place where good and evil mixed (but that) even on earth, there is much more good than evil. (I could see that) small particles of evil were scattered throughout the universe, but that the sum total of all that evil was as a grain of sand on a vast beach compared to the goodness, abundance, hope, and unconditional love in which the universe was literally awash.

In our Gospel today, Jesus assured us of the power of God over evil. Dr. Alexander lived that experience in his Near Death Experience. Archbishop Tutu preached it when he said Goodness is stronger than evil. Love is stronger than hate. Light is stronger than darkness. Life is stronger than death. And I believe our friend, Anne, whom we remember today, understood it with every fiber of her being.  

For Anne’s life was filled with the service that grows from a deep belief in the consoling power of God’s love, God’s deep desire to overcome brokenness, God’s desire to heal us and make us whole. There’s so much more to Anne’s deep faith & loving service than I can speak to in just a few minutes. But a few things do stand out for me. 
· Anne walked with women whose lives were broken by the slavery of prostitution; and in them, she saw that the goodness in the soul of each of these women was stronger than the evil that had entered their lives. 
· For years, Anne read books of hope and encouragement for the Baltimore Radio Reading Service; and she chose those inspiring stories that always taught that love is stronger than hate. 
· Anne offered Reiki to women in drug rehab, to cancer patients, to those who came to a healing circle for many years, and to so many others; and in every case, her heart conveyed the message that seeking the light of healing is stronger than living in the darkness of addiction and disease.  
· And Anne taught young mothers and fathers to look deeply into their infants’ eyes, as they offered them the loving touch of a gentle massage; and she showed them that the life of loving a child is stronger than the death of neglecting him or her.    
For all the evil that Anne allowed herself to see, for all the darkness that she entered into in the lives of those she served, Anne  seemed always to remember and make her own  Jesus’ words that we heard in the Gospel today …I have given my sheep eternal life, and they shall never be snatched from me. Not by addiction, not by prostitution, not by cancer, not by pain, not by neglect or abandonment, not even by death itself.  No one shall steal them from me.  I hold them the palm of my hand. And I believe that all Anne ever really wanted to do was be the palm of the hand of God for others in her life.

So it’s true that we just had a terrible week. In this country alone, we had a week that would test anyone’s trust in God. But at the end of this awful week, we remember that we also have Anne … and Archbishop Tutu … and Dr. Alexander … and John’s Book of Revelation … and Jesus himself – all of whom tell us this day to have hope … to allow ourselves to be consoled …to trust … to believe in a God who holds each of us close to her breast. And so together – thoughtfully and slowly – we pray (#598, read together – verse 4)

The peace of Christ makes fresh my heart, a fountain ever springing.
All things are mine since I am his, how can I keep from singing?
No storm can shake my inmost calm, while to that rock I’m clinging.
Since Christ is Lord of heaven and earth, how can I keep from singing?
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