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St. David’s Episcopal Church
Bean Blossom, Indiana
Fifth Sunday of Easter, April 28, 2024
Sermon by the Rev. Kate Wilson

Acts 8:26-40   Psalm 22:24-30   1 John 4:7-21   John 15:1-8

So here’s the dilemma: These three readings are among the most beautiful in our Christian Gospels, Epistles, and of course, the Acts of the Apostles. Where to concentrate??

And we also have a nation displaying legal absurdity and a world that feels as if it is in critical condition both politically and in human suffering, both manmade and climate made. 

We have three readings that are loving “How to Be Human” owners’ manuals that, if followed fully, would prevent all the examples of How NOT to be Human written about and broadcast worldwide. Not to mention that many non-Christian ancient writings impart much the same wisdom for spiritual growth, peace, and communal living. Despite our access to such wisdom we can still miss the point. Or, perhaps we feel that “THEY” miss the point. Not us but those not-Us folks miss the point. That’s what’s wrong with the world. If only they would do what we want them to do. 

Being buried under the illnesses of this world makes it nearly impossible to embrace the beauty and goodness of people, of our nation’s best intentions and structural frailties, of our impact on the problems of the world. We see rebellious college students rather than citizens expressing their freedom of speech and freedom for peaceful protest, rights that not every nation has enshrined and that may be endangered here. 

It is tempting to dwell in the negative, like children rubbing their tongues over and over and over that sore hole where their tooth used to be. They at least see the bright spots of how brave they were and how money will appear under their pillows in the morning.  

By seeing the bright spots, the calling to love, we are freed to take action to confront the negative, no matter how minimal that action may seem. Emptying a vast amount of water with a spoon is defeating; emptying a pool with hundreds or even thousands or millions of spoons is not.

Let’s take another look at these readings. We could have round-table discussions about each of these but let me just get us kick-started. 

Acts, Chapter 8
Philip has a vision directing him to the road from Jerusalem to Gaza. My heart stopped and hurt when I saw the word GAZA. Saints were in Gaza two thousand years ago; saints are in Gaza today. Let’s talk about Philip. Philip was a rule breaker.  He was a deacon, one of only seven disciples called to serve the poor, primarily widowed women and orphaned children living without social protection, in and around Jerusalem. How did he fulfill that calling? Not with bread deliveries. He walked away, literally, from that expectation by leaving Jerusalem toward Gaza, to evangelize. On the road, he meets a clearly prosperous eunuch, most likely a slave, who is responsible for the treasury of the queen of Ethiopia. You know he had an entourage and a driver for his chariot, because he was reading Isaiah on the road. Philip takes the bull by the horns and joins the man, teaching him about Jesus. Philip’s words were so inspiring that the eunuch says, 

“Look, here’s water! What’s to prevent me from being baptized?” 

Good for you, Philip!  You have found your true calling, despite what the apostles had in mind for you. Philip teaches us to break some rules for Christ and Rule #1, to love our neighbors as ourselves. 

John’s first Epistle
Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Let’s not complicate what does not need to be complicated. Everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.  If we say we love and abuse people, we are not of God. If we say we love and defraud, we are not of God. By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. For our whole lives we have heard that we are made in the image and likeness of God, but what does that really mean? I see only a very few white beards among us, and not a single white robe. Our souls are the image and likeness of God, the eternal spirit of God. 

John continues writing that we need not fear if we have love, and that seems a pretty tall order. What does it mean in tough situations? Consider the many protests over the murderous bombings and destruction of lives in Gaza on college campuses and outside of the White House Correspondents Dinner held last night. One of our Congressional leaders visited Columbia University and insisted that President Biden clean out the encampments with the National Guard. I guess he disagrees with the students’ perspectives. This feels to me like a reaction rooted in fear: stop them before they riot, even though they have not rioted and have no intention of rioting. 

Vanderbilt University is another university under protest. Vanderbilt’s Chancellor, Daniel Diermeier, wrote passionately about Vanderbilt’s long tradition of leading students in how to think, not what to think.  He has often described the University’s rich history of debate, of civil discourse about the most difficult and heated topics, including the Israel-Palestine conflict. Long before the attack by Hamas on Israel, a former Palestinian Prime Minister and the Israeli Ambassador to the United States each spoke on campus. Students dug deep into the issues. The Chancellor wrote that students have every right to disagree with one another, the University, our government. He wrote that students who feel it necessary to protest, should protest. 

In these last days, Vanderbilt students, like all of us, have witnessed the powder keg and wanton killing that is Gaza now. They staged a 1960s style sit-in in the building with the Chancellor’s office. The Chancellor continues to support the students’ rights of expression and debate; but now the protesting students’ rights conflict with the rights of others to use the campus.  Those students have been arrested, and conditionally suspended. All the cases are under review. 

Consider the difference between these two responses. One dismisses the students’ rights and responds to them as if they are an ignorant herd. Fear causes us to crush others. The other option is to uphold the students’ rights – until public safety and campus access were impinged upon. That is, the valued rights of others were impinged upon. Vanderbilt had no fear and treated the students with respect, removing them from the hall they had gathered in to allow general access, as usual, by the campus community. Consider our Baptismal vow: Will you strive for justice and peace among all
people, and respect the dignity of every human being? That was the response of Vanderbilt’s administration. I don’t know what will come in days ahead, but Vanderbilt seems to be decisiveness not governed by fear, and that is a good thing. 

The situation at IU doesn’t sound good. According to the Herald Times, a committee of four people, not including students or faculty, changed the rules for gathering to outlaw use of tents or canopies. This rule change happened at night before protestors were expected to create their protest area. State troopers used riot shields to push protesters and zip ties to arrest 33. How do you anticipate the students will react? 

John’s First Epistle teaches us how to respond without fear while honoring the dignity of every human being. It teaches us how to love in hard situations, with evenhandedness and fearlessness. 

The Gospel of John
When I think of the miles and miles of vines snaking throughout California’s Napa and Sonoma Counties, with their support fencing and wires for the branches to grow year to year, I see the branches much more clearly than the thicker, stronger vines rooted securely in the earth. When the vine is good stock, grown in an ideal setting, the grapes flourish. The branches would have no chance of surviving, let alone producing, without the quality of that strong vine, well tended. 

We often read or hear this Gospel as a threat: if you do what I teach, you are golden. If you do not, you are going to burn in eternal flames.  But think of it as a gardener or a farmer would approach it. Think of it as a nurturing Christ, who approaches everything to nurture growth, would approach this task. 

”I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit. Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches.”

Now think about therapy: either psychological or physical therapy. The goal is a healthy self, a whole self, a functioning self that is free of confusion, misery, or physical pain. We acknowledge a problem, we ask for help, we work with another person to delve into ourselves and to discover what is helping us to thrive and what is hindering us. In time and good effort, we eliminate our worthless branches and exercise our healthful decisions, behaviors, and actions. Our humble act of confession during the Eucharist outside of the Easter season has the same function, albeit in abridged form: identify what is harmful, what is holding us back, and chuck those things. 

Look again at the branches of that vine. They are intertwined. They are interdependent. They are stronger together, able to hold the weight of the fruit, able together to bring the fruit to fullness. With each branch trimmed for strength and growing strong from the vine, life results. 

From this Gospel of John, we learn to shed what is dead, hindering our spiritual growth. From this Gospel of John, we learn the humility of dependence upon one another. We learn to cling to the vine that nurtures us, to the Christ who feeds us, who strengthens us, who comforts us. As one of our Communion prayers urges, we come to this table not just for solace, but for strength. 

With the strength and wisdom of our faith, and with one another and God’s help, let us turn our gaze on the work we are called to do. 

Thanks be to God. 


From Fr. Jay Johnson.

As a Christian firmly ensconced in the Anglican tradition, as the Wesley Brothers were, I am holding my Methodist Brothers and Sisters and Siblings in prayer as they meet just now to discuss and deliberate together about the future. 
This is a fraught time for the entire infrastructure of institutional Christianity, across all denominations. Let's hold each other in prayer as we all seek a way forward, not for the survival of our institutions, but for our witness to the transformative love of Jesus and the power of the Gospel.

   
