Fifth Sunday in Easter (C) 


04/24/2016
One day my older sister, my younger brother and I were throwing stones into the river that flowed near our home.  We were all quite young.  Somehow, one of the throws, that Dan made, caused him to stumble and fall into the water.  Taken by surprise, he panicked and I froze with fear.

I wanted to help him, but in my mind was a message repeated often by our parents: ‘Don’t go in the river water!’
When life seems beyond our control, many of us hear similar messages upon which we rely to off-set the fear that we feel.  The messages, however, instead of freeing us, paralyze us. The need to control is birthed by fear.
When Jesus is arrested, his male disciples flee in fear.  Everything (for them) feels out of control.  Peter does attempt to stay near, but when he is recognized, fear causes him to deny any connection with Jesus.  Their experience of fear and betrayal, however, is overcome by their experience of Jesus loving them.

Our gospel reading from John reflects on this experience of love in light of the resurrection.  The writer is now better able to see that fear paralyzes and love frees.  Fear, John’s Gospel says, leads us to impose learned messages and ways of acting that give us the impression that life is under our control.  Love, on the other hand, frees us to live in what feels like chaos.  Fear leads us to think that we are assisting others by attempting to control them.  Love frees us to be to remain open to unscripted and unexpected requests that can lie outside our comfort zones.
The disciples of Jesus experience his love especially after his resurrection.  Their world had gone from being well-ordered, exciting, and successful to chaotic, frightening, and a disastrous failure.  It is in the midst of this chaos that Jesus comes to them not to condemn them but to heal them.  Their fear and need for control soon return and they impose the scripts and expectations upon those who have come accept the invitations to be disciples of Jesus.
Paul, who also experiences love rather than condemnation from the Risen Christ, whom he is persecuting, somehow remains freer than the other disciples of Jesus.  It is his (somewhat) greater freedom from scripts and expectations that acts as a conduit for the love of God to spread throughout the world.
Love will most often take us out of our comfort zones.  It will most often call into question the scripts and ways of acting in which we feel secure.   It most often frees us, for example, from taking offense, and permits us to be of service even when we have not chosen to be of service.
The areas with which we struggle most – it seems to me – are family and church.  Both are so familiar to us that they happen without too much reflection on our part.  They are areas that we tend to feel the most need to protect, and our way of protecting often includes our trying to control the lives of others.  We sometimes mistakenly call this love.
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