Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily

April 30, 2023
4th  Sunday in Easter, Cycle A
Acts 2:14; 36-41; 1Peter 2:20-25; John 10: 1-10; Psalm 23, Adonai, You are my shepherd, I have no wants. 

I am of an age – as are many, if not most, of us – where I have memories of maybe half a dozen AM radio stations and three major TV broadcast networks. In my childhood home we subscribed to the Morning News Post and the Evening Sun newspapers.  We read the Saturday Evening Post and Life magazine. All told, I think we got the news of the world from maybe a dozen sources, plus whatever books we were reading. And it was all on our own terms; we chose to listen, or watch, or read as time and programming were available to us. 


Contrast that with today, where technology bombards us with information from every angle. In a world that photoshops and Tik Toks and produces deep fake AI that is virtually indistinguishable from reality, it’s no wonder our brains are literally beginning to reshape themselves.

At the Center for Christogenesis, they’re  talking about some recent neurological studies in children and adults that have demonstrated a thinning in the areas of the cerebral cortex responsible for memory. This is not the age-related thinning that happens to all of us. This is cortical thinning that seems to be growing out of our being electronically bombarded with so much information that we simply can’t process it. Our brains have not developed at the same rate as our technology, and we stand to become a people who are increasingly unable to process deeply what we cannot remember and store in our brains. Our nervous systems are constantly on high alert, lest we miss something. We joke about the phenomenon of FOMO – Fear of Missing Out – and yet it’s real – to some degree for all of us, but surely for generations coming up behind us. These days, deep peace is hard to come by.

So why bring this is up on the 4th Sunday of Easter? To me, it’s because our readings today give us a glimpse of a simpler way of being. I’m not suggesting that we become Luddites and try to go backward in time. But  I am suggesting that just being conscious of the peace that is available to us through our life in God might enable us to better withstand the electronic onslaught.  
In our first reading, Peter had an easy to understand  message, that he shared with those earliest of Christians, and it’s still wisdom for us today. No deep theological or philosophical statements, no 613 Laws in the Torah to understand and follow, Peter preached a simple message:1. Receive the holy waters that bring you into a community of faith, and that affirm you as a Child of God. And 2. when you realize that you’re truly a child of God – then act like one! 
 In our second reading, Peter told those early Christians back then, and he tells us today: if you want to know how to act like a child of God, just look at Jesus –  in the simplest, clearest, most childlike way you can – and just see what he looks like. Jesus is kind to people. Jesus doesn’t say mean things about people behind their backs. Jesus  doesn’t bully people or try to get back at them if they hurt him. Jesus shares his food with people who are hungry.  Jesus heals people who are sick. Jesus forgives people who hurt him. Looking at Jesus helps us all to know how to walk as a child of God. Our dear friend Anne Bendann, who has gone home to God, had a favorite hymn that was played at her celebration of life, and I’m reminded of it today. I want to walk as a child of God, I want to follow Jesus. And that is what Peter’s letter encourages us to do this afternoon. 
Peter tells us that Jesus is our Shepherd, the Guardian of our souls.  And he would know a thing or two about shepherds, because back in Jesus’ day, many different  shepherds in the village would keep all their sheep in one, big place, like a holding pen. And the local shepherds would all come and line up in the morning, to let their sheep out so they could graze and feed. Each shepherd would go through the gate into the sheep pen, and then they’d call each sheep by name. And no matter how many sheep there were, and how many shepherds, the sheep would always recognize the sound of the voice of their own shepherd, and they would follow him.  They’d never follow the wrong shepherd. They recognized the sound of their shepherd’s voice.  And in today’s Gospel, Jesus tells us he’s just like that. He tells us  that he is our Good Shepherd. When we hear his voice and  we follow,  we have life. Just as importantly, we have peace. 
Jesus also says to us this afternoon, You can trust that I will always be the gate that keeps all harmful things away from the sheep. Rustlers and thieves can try to get at them, but I will always be their protection. You remember the story of the Big Bad Wolf who huffed and puffed but couldn’t blow down the house that was made of bricks.  When Jesus says today that he’s the sheep gate, it’s something like that house made of bricks. When the howling winds of  too-much-technology and social media huff and puff and threaten to blow us down, the peace of Christ can surround us, protect us, and keep us safe. Jesus calls himself a gate in the fence that protects us from the things that can harm us. All we need do is listen for the voice of our shepherd and follow him.
Which takes me back to where I started. In a world where digital chaos threatens to overwhelm us, it’s not always that easy to hear the voice of the Shepherd and follow his call. It requires calm. It requires exterior and interior silence. The Anglican priest who ministered to Nelson Mandela in his last days in Pollsmoor Prison in Capetown was the Rev. Harry Alfred Wiggett. The Rev. Wiggett was also a poet and he wrote some simple lines about silence that Mandela later said were an inspiration to him as he was caught in all the crosswinds that were swirling around him as he tried to govern a new South Africa. So let me share that simple poem with you now. I’d invite you to breathe slowly and consciously now, and just let these simple words roll over you.

Silence is
sitting still
standing still

lying still

consciously

gracefully

breathing …

Be still and know that I am God. Be still and know that I am God Perhaps these days, we will hear no more important words. Let’s just pray then that out of that deep stillness, so different from the technology that surrounds us,  we will  come to have ears that listen, hearts that love, hands that heal and  feet that follow Jesus. AMEN.
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