Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily
5th Sunday of Easter, May 10, 2020
Acts 6:1-7; 1 Peter 2:4-9; John 14:1-12; Psalm 33, “The Creator loves justice and right.”
These days, I’m reading a book by  a woman named Samantha Power. Her name might sound familiar to you because she was the United States Ambassador to the United Nations under President Obama. Her book is a memoir entitled The Education of An Idealist, and in it, former  Ambassador Power talks about how she came to learn the process of policymaking. She recalls that early in her career, a seasoned diplomat taught her that whenever you’re trying to make policy to address a problem, you should ask yourself “What’s going on here – is what I see the presence of evil or is it the absence of good?” Answer that question, and you’ll have a basis for a policy that might alleviate the problem. 

I guess we could argue that’s a false dichotomy. Where there’s evil, we should, of course, work to eliminate it. And where good is lacking, we should, of course,  work to fill that void. But in today’s Gospel, it feels as though Jesus is leaning in toward telling us to fill the void where good is absent, to fill that cup of goodness to the brim and let it overflow. 
In his time on earth, Jesus wasn’t really very good at eliminating the presence of  evil. His disciples continued to argue among themselves for the best spot in his inner circle. The Scribes and Pharisees continued to lay the burden of the letter of the Law on people who were already suffering under Roman oppression. And the Romans themselves continued the systemic evil of a government that kept the poor poor and the rich ever richer. We really can’t point  to Jesus and say he did very much in his lifetime to eliminate the presence of evil.

But we can say Jesus stepped in and filled the void where goodness was absent.   In the face of a crowd where the goodness of food was absent, Jesus multiplied what few loaves and fishes were available. In the face of a medical problem that had confounded doctors for years, Jesus spoke goodness into that void and healed the woman who touched his garment. And  In the face of one blind from birth, Jesus brought a healing touch and  a little more goodness where goodness had been absent.

Today, we’re invited to do the same thing. We’re invited to bring goodness into the world wherever goodness is absent, and however difficult a task that might seem. In  words of encouragement, Jesus says to us today “Do not let your hearts be troubled. ” No matter how inadequate we may feel to the task of bringing goodness where goodness is absent, Jesus says to us today, “Look to me for your guidance. I am the Way. I am the Truth. I am Life. If you know me, you know Abba God. And if you know Abba God, you know exactly how to bring goodness where goodness is lacking.”  Whether we know our Abba God through Jesus, through Buddha, through Mohammed, through Lord Krishna, or through some other avatar, we know we are called to be goodness-bringers because we know that God is a goodness bringer.   

In our first reading, I’m not sure there was any evil present in the fact that the Hellenistic widows were being neglected in the distribution of food. More likely, they weren’t in the majority, so they were ignored. And what did the Twelve apostles do but solve the problem by bringing a little more good into the world. No evil was rooted out. Instead, they came up with a solution that just loved a little more, so that all the widows were fed.
This afternoon, we heard Peter call us “living stones,” being built by God into a spiritual edifice. Peter says we are “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a consecrated nation, a people set apart” … in other words, a people meant to bring the goodness that  is our Abba God into the world wherever it is lacking. 

These days, we bring goodness when we value the lives of our brothers and sisters by honoring the quarantine for as long as it lasts. We bring goodness when we wear a mask, or when we sew them for others. We bring goodness when we limit our purchases of  essentials to what we really need. We bring goodness when we keep an eye on each other, when we look out for each other. In every intentional act we perform  that looks like it’s something Jesus might have done were he alive today, we bring goodness. We bring Abba God into our world. 
There’s not much we can do as individuals to eliminate any evils that might accompany the coronavirus – man-made evils being perhaps worse than the virus itself. We can’t eliminate the politics, the incivility, the anger, the ignorance, the potential for violence. But we can bring good wherever good is lacking or absent. As Crosby, Stills and Nash used to sing, We are stardust, we are golden. In other words, we are made of Godstuff. Bringing good is what we’re made to do; bringing good  is in our spiritual DNA. 
To circle back to the book I’ve been reading, Samantha Power tells this story. Early on in the fighting in Bosnia in the 90’s, America was faced with the prospect of sending troops to try to quell the atrocities being perpetrated against the Croats by the Bosnian Serbs. But while a decision was being made about U.S. troop deployment to the Balkans, one MacGyver-like U.S. citizen set up a private operation that smuggled in huge water purification modules that were set up in tunnels beneath the city of  Sarajevo  that could not be bombed by the Serbs. These modules enabled the Croats to once again pump water that had been cut off from their villages by the Serbian soldiers.  Of course this helped the Croat soldiers to fight on, finally supplied with water. But more importantly, this tactic brought Sarajevo and surrounding villages back to life. And while the Serbian soldiers simply moved on to attack other towns and villages, in this part of Croatia, in this moment in time, one enterprising individual  had brought much-needed goodness.     
That’s the kind of goodness Jesus invites us to bring. It’s the goodness that doesn’t  worry so much about defeating the presence of evil as it does about bringing good wherever good is absent. It’s the goodness that lives in the hope of tipping the scales away from evil and toward good. And our hearts need not be troubled at the prospect of how much good each of us is asked to bring.  For we have seen Jesus; we have come to know Abba God through Jesus. Goodness? We can do that. AMEN. 
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