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Today’s readings - in various and sundry ways – revolve around the paradox of the never-ending change that makes up the fabric of our lives. They deal with the fact that our deep desire is to have stability, and that that stability can only be found in God.

We are now well into the Easter season, the time of mystagogia when Christians, especially new ones, are rejoicing in the mystery of God’s dwelling with us, having assured our victory over evil and death. We are feeling upbeat, perhaps even invincible. Then comes the moment when Jesus, who has been making his presence known in physical ways (as the gospels of these past few Sundays have attested), is no longer doing so. Today’s gospel reading from John, in which, ostensibly, Jesus is preparing his disciples for his death, is of course written in retrospect by the post-Easter community, and it really speaks to the situation in the Christian community many decades after the Resurrection and Ascension of Christ. 

Likewise, the story told today in the reading from the Acts of the Apostles about the growing tumult within the early church community over differing customs in the church of Antioch regarding kashrut (the rules concerning unclean foods) and circumcision the ancient Mosaic Jewish requirement of all male members of the covenant. It is agreed by the different parties to hold a council including leaders from both the Jerusalem community and the Antioch community to discuss these matters together. We are told that both sides agree that the Holy Spirit has called them to “not lay any unnecessary burdens from the Mosaic Law” on the mixed Christian community of Jews and Gentiles at Antioch. What results from this decision is the peace that comes from respecting the integrity of all concerned.


So, the picture in both instances is one in which life in the church is rapidly changing. In the gospel reading, the disciples who have already seen their world change radically from the moment when they started to follow Jesus, are now being told that he is going to be physically gone from their midst. Jesus is giving them what seems to be final instructions. His words are meant to prepare them, and I would venture to say, by extension as their successors, to prepare us too for our own experiences of change - for what might be fear or anxiety-inducing moments. This moment of separation from Jesus would be one that would shake the foundations of their lives. We too have known these moments, many of them.

C.S. Lewis, the British Christian author, once described in his own life a very similar experience on the death of his mother as he wrote in The Joyful Christian. “With my mother’s death, all settled happiness, all that was tranquil and reliable disappeared from my life. There was to be much fun, many pleasures with my life with Joy (his wife), but no more of the old security. It was sea and islands, the great continent had sunk like Atlantis.” For Lewis, a major part of his world was gone. Jesus knew this same sort of disorientation was about to happen to the disciples. What he was doing was giving them keys to moving on. His first piece of advice: “Those who love me will be true to my word, and my Abba will love them.” When he mentioned truth, did Jesus mean by this that there was to be no room for disagreement or differences among his followers? I don’t believe so. We need only refer to the passage from Acts 15 today, and numerous other passages of the New Testament, (particularly the Pauline letters concerning diversity) to see that this is not what Jesus meant by being true to his word. I believe that Jesus meant that we must hold fast to the heart of the gospel, which is compassionate love and justice and openness and inclusivity, and not allow the world to rob us of this precious heritage as his beloved community which Jesus has given us. We must always be aware when we are picking our battles to never give up on the core of the gospel.

In the play, A Man For All Seasons, a drama centered on the crisis in the life of Sir Thomas More, Chancellor of England under King Henry VIII, faced with a crushing decision whether to give in to the king’s will and sign a document supporting the king as head of the English church, or to refuse to do so (the consequence of which was execution as a traitor), More has this to say to his daughter, Margaret More Roper, explaining why he cannot violate his conscience. “When a man makes a commitment, Meg, he puts himself into his own hands. 
And if he opens his fingers to let it out, he needs not hope to find himself again.” 



The disciples, to keep their identity, to keep the core of who they were becoming, would have to hold to their commitment to hold to Jesus’ word. And Jesus was trying to impress upon them that this would not be easy since they were facing his death, and ultimately, their own! Then, Jesus, Divine Love Incarnate, makes the promise that if the disciples will hold true to his word, “We (referring to both himself and his Abba) will come to them and make our home with them.”  God would be with them on the journey ahead. Whatever major changes the future held, the one thing not changeable was that God was with them. This promise is as relevant today to those who suffer reversals of health or wealth, of war or famine, of persecution or isolation – as it was for the original band of disciples.


I believe that we can live with this mystery of what the future holds because we trust the One who holds the future. Jesus gives us the key to this hope when he calls for us to be open to even greater things to come. “I have said these things to you while I am still with you. But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom my Abba will send in my name will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you.”  Jesus is assuring the disciples and us that we can live with the uncertainty and the change because the knowledge that Jesus and his Abba make their dwelling with us through the Spirit Advocate gives us the possibility of peace. 
“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.” But Jesus is quick to add, “The kind of peace I give is not like the world’s peace.” Indeed, peace may seem a strange gift to speak of in the midst of talking about his leaving, his death and their subsequent persecution. But there it is! Jesus’ kind of peace is far different from, indeed far more than, what we mean by peace being - the absence of conflict, more than mere calm or tranquility; but rather the wholeness that is captured by the Hebrew concept of Shalom. Unlike the world that would give a peace that is only a pause in the conflict, the gift that Jesus would give would keep on giving in the hard days ahead. And with that promise of peace that would hold came the words of assurance that have spoken to countless souls through the ages, ‘Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.” Like the kiss of a mother on a child’s hurt, it may not solve all the problems, but it brings nonetheless an assurance that all shall be well! Jesus was assuring his disciples – even down through the ages - that even in spite of his physical absence, he would be with them, and that they would not be robbed of their peace and the assurance of his power and presence even as their world was being torn apart. In short, there was a center that would hold if they remained faithful to their core belief.


“Be true to my word,” said Jesus. “The Holy Spirit will instruct you and She will remind you of all that I have told you.” For the original disciples and for us, it is a matter of staying faithful to what we know to be true. It is a matter of staying centered, keeping to our core, our integrity. Jesus assures us that we can handle anything –can even grow – in any adversity, if we stay centered. We will have his peace, the divine shalom. When this shalom of the Anointed One is at the center of our lives, then we will be sure to have the strength of our convictions to let go of what has been, and to receive the promise of what will be.
