Readings for May 10, 2009, Cycle B

Reading II    1 Jn 3:18-24

Children, let us love not in word or speech but in deed and truth.

Now this is how we shall know that we belong to the truth

and  reassure our hearts before him in whatever our hearts condemn,

for God is greater than our hearts and knows everything.

Beloved, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence in God

and receive from him whatever we ask, because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him.  And his commandment is this: we should believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and love one another just as he commanded us. Those who keep his commandments remain in him, and he in them, and the way we know that he remains in us is from the Spirit he gave us.

Gospel     Jn 15:1-8

Jesus said to his disciples: "I am the true vine, and my Father is the vine grower.

He takes away every branch in me that does not bear fruit, and every one that does he prunes so that it bears more fruit.  You are already pruned because of the word that I spoke to you.  Remain in me, as I remain in you.  Just as a branch cannot bear fruit on its own unless it remains on the vine, so neither can you unless you remain in me.  I am the vine, you are the branches.  Whoever remains in me and I in him will bear much fruit, because without me you can do nothing.

Anyone who does not remain in me will be thrown out like a branch and wither;

people will gather them and throw them into a fire and they will be burned.

If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask for whatever you want and it will be done for you.  By this is my Father glorified, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples."

Reflections

On January 11 I felt like our community of St. Andrews got pruned.  We are after all, evicted from this building, forbidden to gather together within it.  At first I felt cut off, as if I was one of the branches that had been thrown into the fire.

Then I came here one Sunday with Millie and a new love began to grow within me.  I was not cut off the vine.  I was aware of being connected to something that is growing, transforming.  But how, and what were we moving toward?  All I knew was that I needed to keep coming, staying connected.

Four months later we are still here, having stood in snow, rain, and cold, windy weather.  OK, and some beautiful sunny days too.  So as we gather today outside the church building, just as when we gathered within, we look for guidance within the revealed word of God.  Today that wisdom comes from Jesus’ good friend John whom God so trusted that he instructed John to take care of his mother Mary.  Thirty years later, John writes about what he has learned from Jesus.  And 2000 years later, it is precisely what I need to hear.  And this is my conclusion:
The Bishop may have evicted us, but he cannot stop our love, the love that connects our branch to the vine.  That connection is growing and we believe our efforts are starting to bear fruit.

But how do we know what to do next?  What direction does John give us to promote connection and growth?  How do we act on that love that connects us to the true vine?  How do we follow Jesus new commandment to “believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and love one another”.  


John offers us some solid direction:  “Children, let us love not in word or speech but in deed and truth” In other words, walk the walk, don’t just talk the talk.  Last week Estelle described two types of shepherds.  The Good Shepherd was so good he was willing to “lay down his life for his sheep.”  The idea of giving up my life for someone is a sobering thought. Could I really do that?  I went into pause mode for a week.  Remembering a frequent saying of Nancy Murray calmed me.  She says it is in the ordinariness of everyday living that we become holy.  Then I think of all of you.  Laying down my life doesn’t have to be dying for someone.  It means laying down the busyiness of my life, the plans I have for the moment, or the hour, or the day, or whatever it takes.  Laying down my agenda to make space and time for God’s work.  Again, you all come to mind, laying down your life raising funds for AIDS victims, ministering to the sick, visiting the imprisoned, mothering an orphaned child, feeding the hungry, putting money in someone else’s parking meter just when they are about to get a ticket, writing a letter to the editor, mentoring underprivileged school children, contributing to the wellbeing of our sister community in Nicaragua, picketing the Chancery because of the destructiveness of their policies…etc.  We can name people in our community who have done these things.  We have done these things.  So we walk the walk, lay down the life we have at the moment, and this is how we know we are connected to God.

Next John tells us not to condemn ourselves and we’ll have confidence in God.  We need to hush the negative self talk that is in our heads and that comes out of our mouths.  When we feel unable to sufficiently love ourselves, we need to believe that God’s love for us is stronger than our condemning hearts.  God loves us even when we don’t. “Love your neighbor as yourself,” assumes you love yourself.   When we love ourselves, we can love our neighbor, and stay connected to God by staying connected to each other.

Jesus says, “If you stay joined with me, I will stay joined with you.”  John clearly envisions a relationship with God where people are not diminished but encouraged to stand on their own two feet with confidence.  Let us take care to stand up for ourselves without diminishing others.  Recognize our inherent worth without having to be in a “one up” position relative to anyone else, nor should we allow ourselves to be in a “one down”  positon.  We must parent ourselves in ways we wanted to be parented as children, but never got because parents are, by human nature, imperfect.  We aren’t expected to be perfect.   Jesus is the vine, we are the branches and sometimes branches need some pruning.  To improve our health, God will take away what we don’t need.  Our job is not to be perfect, it is to remain connected to the vine.

By following these guidelines given to us, we have progressively come to know our individual and collective selves better.  We begin to name ourselves.  Are we “St. Andrews outside the walls”?  Are we “St. Andrews in Diaspora”?  We decide:
WE ARE THE CHURCH
And we boldly ask for what we need:
EMPOWER THE LAITY


When we truly believe that “when we abide in God, God abides in us”, we know that we already have all we need.  Jesus has sent us the Holy Spirit, Sophia Wisdom.  All we need to do is maintain connection with our true selves and with each other, and this is LOVE.  We in the St. Andrews community may be on separate branches now, but we are connected in love to the same true vine.  All we need to do is love each other, and in Fr. Joe Kane’s words “trust in the Holy Spirit.” 

Rosemary Collins

