6 Easter-A				“God Always Wins”

There is a pattern I believe we can see in today’s scripture, a pattern of God’s activity which can afford us hope. Here’s the pattern: 1-2-3

1.	God turns evil into good
2.	Death into life
3.	Endings into beginnings

And thus, God always wins!

We see in our reading from the Book of Acts today that the new Church is spreading… but we do well to remember this is the result of a horrible persecution that has been launched upon it… the first shot of which was the stoning to death of Deacon Stephen. Everything was going fine for the early Church until some outside of it got jealous. Mobs were stirred up and as a result Stephen was dragged outside Jerusalem, and with the help of a certain young man named Saul, Stephen is murdered and the new Church scattered. As he dies Stephen is heard praying that God forgive those who are killing him. Wow, he prays that God forgives this evil! And the result? 

Philip and many others carry the message of Jesus Christ’s victory far and wide as they flee the new persecution. “Unclean spirits, crying out in a loud voice, came out of many possessed people, and many paralyzed or crippled people were cured. There was great joy in that city.” The Church spreads and grows. And that young man Saul, who became an expert at hunting down Christians for persecution, is himself converted into the greatest spreader of the new Church of his time, St. Paul!

1-2-3… God turns evil into good; death into life; endings into beginnings.
God wins!

Our reading from 1 Peter today underscores this message. “For it is better to suffer for doing good, if that be the will of God, than for doing evil.” We are taught by Peter that it is better to lean into the will of God rather than to do evil and become evil… why you ask? 1-2-3… God turns evil into good; death into life; endings into beginnings. God wins! God always wins!

And just exactly HOW are we suppose to lean into this will of God? Our Gospel reading from John tells us: “Keep Jesus’ commandments.” What are they? Simple…

John 13: 34-35	“I give you a new commandment: love one another. This is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”

And then Jesus goes on to say to us today, “Whoever has my commandments and observes them is the one who loves me.”

So, it’s that simple. Love one another. Yet it is that word LOVE that muddies the water isn't it?

We hear the command “love one another” and can confuse it with romantic love, as if we have to have warm fuzzy feelings for everyone we know. Yet, liking or not liking someone really has nothing to do with the type of Gospel love Jesus is calling us to embrace.

We hear the command “love one another” and can confuse it with some abstract intellectual stance of assent to the existence of God. Love can become a bit of a head game where we say we love God, but not everyone else. St. John actually warns us of the danger of this thinking, “If anyone says, ‘I love God’ and hates his brother or sister, that person is a liar; for anyone who does not love the brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen.” In other words, if we think we love God while we hate someone else then we are deluding ourselves. Gospel love is more than a feeling or a vague sense of compassion for our neighbor.

Gospel love, the fulfillment of Jesus’ commandments, is compassion in action. In fact, I believe Jesus gets quite specific with exactly what action best fulfills his command: FORGIVING. 

Over and over again Jesus taught his disciples the centrality of forgiveness to his mission, his purpose under God the Father. From Jesus’ answer to Peter’s question of how often we must forgive (70 x 7 times); to his parable of the unforgiving servant who is condemned for failing to forgive a tiny debt just after his own huge debt was forgiven; to the Lord’s Prayer he teaches all to pray (“forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us”); Jesus continually puts forgiving front and center. Even on his cross he prayed, “Father forgive them.” Forgiveness opens a space for God to act!

As any of us go through this life mistakes are made; feelings are hurt; hearts are broken; and relationships are brought to the brink. In the face of all this remember God’s pattern: 1-2-3

1.	God turns evil into good
2.	Death into life
3.	Endings into beginnings

And thus, God always wins!
Jesus forgives, and death becomes resurrection!
Stephen forgives, and Saul becomes St. Paul!

Now it’s your turn, FORGIVE and watch what God will do with it!
