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Sermon:  John 15: 9-17 (Obedience)

About a month ago I attended the Province 8 Immigration Summit, held at the St Francis Renewal Center in Scottsdale AZ.  There I had the chance to visit, once again, with The Rev. Canon Carmen Guerrero.  Carmen is the Canon for Peace and Justice with the Diocese of AZ, and liaison for the Border Issues, Immigration and Migration program group.
During the Summit she told a story about her experience in conducting a posada.  A posada is a popular rite within the Hispanic church, which is a re-enactment of Mary and Joseph’s journey to Bethlehem.  It is a dramatic candlelight procession, where statues of Joseph and Mary and the donkey are carried to various houses, asking posada, or shelter, for the evening.  Here is how the dialog, actually a song, goes between those outside, seeking shelter, and those inside, the owners of the home:
Outside:  In the name of heaven I ask you for lodging, because to keep on going my beloved wife is unable.
Inside:  This is not an inn; continue on your way; I can’t open [the door]; you may be riffraff.
Outside:  Don’t be inhuman; have charity for us that the God of heaven may repay you for it.
Inside:  You may go now and don’t bother us, because if I get angry I’m going to hit you.

Outside:  We are very tired, coming from Nazareth.  I am a carpenter, Joseph by name.
Inside:  I don’t care about your name; let me sleep; I already told you that we’re not going to open.

This is repeated at house after house, until the procession arrives at the final home.  There these verses are sung:
Outside:   Asking you for lodging, kind homeowner, for only one night, is the Queen of Heaven.
Inside:  If she is a queen, who is asking, how is it that at night she is walking alone?

Outside:  My wife is Mary, she is the Queen of Heaven, and she is going to be mother of the Divine Word.
Inside:  Are you Joseph?  Your wife is Mary?  Come in, pilgrims, I did not know who you were.

Outside:  May God reward, good persons, your charity, and may heaven fill you with happiness.

Inside:  Happy the home that houses today the pure Virgin, the beautiful Mary!  Come in, holy pilgrims, accept this corner, not of this poor house, but of my heart.  This is a night of happiness, of joy and rejoicing, because we give hospitality here to the Mother of God the Son.

A wonderful tradition, the posada.  But back to the story that Carmen Guerrero told.  She said that she was right in the middle of the final preparation for the posada when a poorly dressed man came to her.  He said he was homeless and needed a place to sleep.  Carmen said she had no idea what to do, where to send him.  And that she was tempted to tell him, “Look, I can’t help you right now.  I’m right in the middle of starting a posada.”  And then the irony, the comical irony, struck home.  But before she could do anything, one of the persons in the procession said to her, “I know where he can go.”  He took the homeless man aside and directed him to a local agency that gave shelter to the homeless.  And Carmen continued on with the posada, with a new understanding of God’s sense of humor.

In preparing today’s sermon, I started where I always start – reading and re-reading the Gospel.  Seeing what word, what phrase sticks out.  I’ll read some verses, and let you guess.
Our gospel today:  “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love.”  “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.”  “You are my friends if you do what I command you.”  “I am giving you these commands so that you may love one another.”

Then there was last week’s Gospel:  “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  “They who have my commandments and keep them are those who love me.”

From 1 John, in our epistle reading today:  “The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.”  But there is much more of this in 1 John:
“Now by this we may be sure that we know him, if we obey his commandments.  Whoever says, “I have come to know him,” but does not obey his commandments, is a liar, and in such a person the truth does not exist.”
“Beloved, I am writing you no new commandment, but an old commandment that you have had from the beginning; the old commandment is the word that you have heard.  Yet I am writing you a new commandment that is true in him and in you, because the darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining.  Whoever says, “I am in the light,” while hating a brother or sister, is still in the darkness.”
“ . . . and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey his commandments and do what pleases him.  And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he had commanded us.  All who obey his commandments abide in him, and he abides in them.”

“By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments.  For the love of God is this, that we obey his commandments. 
And his commandments are not burdensome.”
In 2 John we hear:

“But now, dear lady, I ask you, not as though I were writing you a new commandment, but one we have had from the beginning, let us love one another.  And this is love, that we walk according to his commandments; this is the commandment just as you have heard it from the beginning – you must walk in it.”

Anyone care to hazard a guess?  We have a commandment, and that is to love each other.
It’s important to remember that Jesus and St Paul were not so much “letter of the law” men.  Jesus got in trouble, sometimes on purpose, by breaking the law of the Sabbath.  Paul got positively irate with the Jews that insisted on the need to circumcise Gentile converts.  Jesus and Paul were not legalistic.  Both turned from “legal” to “love.”  Not love as warm romantic feelings or passionate insanity, as for a spouse.  Not love as fraternal bonding, as between drinking buddies.  No, love as agape, as sacrificial love.  As treating someone else in the way we would hope  to be treated.  Love like that of the Good Samaritan.  Nothing saccharine about it.  A stranger, brutally attacked and left bleeding in the street.  A love that treats his wounds, takes him to shelter, pays for his care.  Agape.
In our culture it seems as if the law has become accepted as the basis of morality.  But there was and is no law requiring the Good Samaritan to give aid.  Think about our current financial mess.  While there was, undoubtedly, some illegality in it, by and large I suspect people were just trying to do their job.  Trying to make money for their employer, as they were paid to do.  And their consciences were assuaged because it was all in the up-and-up.  Legal.

I think we also need to pay attention to our conscience, but recognize that it’s probably not enough.  Our culture can shape our conscience, and cultures don’t change easily or quickly.  Child labor laws, women’s suffrage, slavery, segregation, inter-racial marriage, handicapped accessible facilities, concern about the environment.  Times change, and so do we.  But someone starts the ball rolling.

At the Immigration Summit, we heard a presentation from a Jesuit priest, Fr. Sean Carroll.  He is the executive director of the Kino Border Initiative, which provides humanitarian aid to those deported from the U.S. to Mexico.  He began his talk with a story about a woman named Araceli.
Araceli was visiting her home state of Oaxhaca, Mexico, when she got word that her husband, in Burlington Kansas, planned to divorce her.  She was worried about losing her two children in Kansas and was feeling desperate.  Her husband could have gotten legal papers for her, but didn’t do so.  Araceli was apprehended when she tried to cross the border illegally.  She was 8 months pregnant.  She fell and thought she was going into labor.

The border agent took her to the Nazareth House for Deported Women, a facility of the Kino Border Initiative.  It is a short-term shelter for unaccompanied women who are particularly vulnerable to exploitation.  Araceli says, “I arrived here in November, and I was eight months pregnant. For me, (the shelter) is everything. Before, I had nothing, nowhere to go, nowhere to live, nothing to eat. When I came here, I felt safe.”
The success of the Kino Border Initiative is due in part to the fact that it is bi-national, supported by both the U.S. and Mexico.  It began by the Jesuits asking those on both sides of the border, “What are your needs?” and “Would we be able to help?”  Casa Nazaret has hosted 70 women and 10 children, with a stay of up to one week.
When Carmen introduced Fr Sean at the Immigration Summit, she started by saying that there was only one time in her life when she wished she was a man.  And that was to be a Jesuit priest.

Love one another.  Such a simple command, yet so hard for us all.  But God is gracious with us.  Sometimes God uses a picture of Araceli, holding her healthy infant son Victor Emmanuel, showing us that we can make a difference.  And sometimes God brings a homeless man to us, while we are up to our eyeballs in conducting a posada.  I think God is like that, making us pause, changing us by letting us see the comic irony of our lives.  Like in any good marriage.

God knows, there’s plenty to laugh about.  Just listen.

Love one another. 
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