
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Sixth Sunday of Easter

Year B

RCL

Acts 10:44-48
Psalm 98
1 John 5:1-6
John 15:9-17

O God, you have prepared for those who love you 

such good things as surpass our understanding: Pour 

into our hearts such love towards you, that we, loving 

you in all things and above all things, may obtain your 

promises, which exceed all that we can desire; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns 

with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and 

ever. Amen.
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Acts 10:44-48

While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell 

upon all who heard the word. The circumcised believ-

ers who had come with Peter were astounded that the 

gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the

Gentiles, for they heard them speaking in tongues and 

extolling God. Then Peter said, “Can anyone withhold 

the water for baptizing these people who have re-

ceived the Holy Spirit just as we have?” So he ordered 

them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then

they invited him to stay for several days.
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Psalm 98 Page 727 BCP

Cantate Domino

1 Sing to the LORD a new song, 
for he has done marvelous things.

2 With his right hand and his holy arm 
has he won for himself the victory.

3 The LORD has made known his victory; 
his righteousness has he openly shown in the sight of the nations.

4 He remembers his mercy and faithfulness to
the house of Israel, 

and all the ends of the earth have seen the victory of our God.
5 Shout with joy to the LORD, all you lands; 

lift up your voice, rejoice, and sing.
6 Sing to the LORD with the harp, 

with the harp and the voice of song.
7 With trumpets and the sound of the horn 

shout with joy before the King, the LORD.
8 Let the sea make a noise and all that is in it, 

the lands and those who dwell therein.
9 Let the rivers clap their hands, 

and let the hills ring out with joy before the LORD,
when he comes to judge the earth.

10 In righteousness shall he judge the world 
and the peoples with equity.
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1 John 5:1-6

Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has 

been born of God, and everyone who loves the parent 

loves the child. By this we know that we love the chil-

dren of God, when we love God and obey his com-

mandments. For the love of God is this, that we obey 

his commandments. And his commandments are not 

burdensome, for whatever is born of God conquers the

world. And this is the victory that conquers the world, 

our faith. Who is it that conquers the world but the 

one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?

This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus 

Christ, not with the water only but with the water and

the blood. And the Spirit is the one that testifies, for 

the Spirit is the truth.
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John 15:9-17

Jesus said to his disciples, “As the Father has loved 

me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. 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. I have said these things to you so that my joy 

may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.

“This is my commandment, that you love one anoth-

er as I have loved you. No one has greater love than 

this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You are 

my friends if you do what I command you. I do not call

you servants any longer, because the servant does not 

know what the master is doing; but I have called you 

friends, because I have made known to you everything 

that I have heard from my Father. You did not choose 

me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and 

bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will 
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give you whatever you ask him in my name. I am giving

you these commands so that you may love one anoth-

er.”
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SERMON

The Saturday offices of vigils and lauds at the Chapel

of St. Arbuck’s continue to excite and stimulate me. 

Ordinarily, when a bunch of old men get together at 

breakfast, it is to serve as Monday morning quarter-

backs or to swear at the current group of idiots in 

Washington. Vigils and lauds at St. Arbuck’s have been 

much better behaved than that recently. 

One of the things we have been exploring is the ways

in which each of us imagine our relationship with God.

In your understanding, do people react to God, or does

God react to people? In the relationship between you 

and God, who acts, and who reacts? You might say that

the question is, “Who’s on first?” Those that believe 

that God reacts to us believe that we’re on first. 

Those that believe that people react to God see God 

on first. It makes an enormous amount of difference. 

Let’s talk about the God reactive model for a minute, 
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and see where it takes us. Then, I want to suggest to 

you the other model.

In the God reactive model of the relationship, we’re 

taught that IF we repent and turn to God THEN God 

will reward us, and IF we do not, THEN God will pun-

ish us. There is something very appealing about this 

idea – something uniquely human if you will – that 

right behavior leads to desirable outcomes and wrong 

behavior leads to bad outcomes. If I was going to build

a world from the ground up, that’s just exactly the 

way I’d like for it to work. I’d make up a list of things I

want people to do – love each other, care for each 

other, treat each other with respect – then, every time

someone did something I wanted them to do, I’d give 

them a chocolate bar, or a leg up on their career, or a 

pretty girl friend. 

And I’d make up another list of things I didn’t want 

people to do – steal from each other, do violence to 
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each other, try to take 35 items through the 10 item or

less line at the grocery – and every time somebody did 

something on this list, I’d scourge the hide from their 

backs with a leather whip, then I’d pour salt in the 

wounds, and grind wool clothing into their backs. And 

since this is my world that I’m creating, I’d make sure 

that the people know that even if they get away with 

it, I’ll be waiting when they die to balance the scales 

of justice, and it’s going to be no more Mr. Nice Guy.

A world ruled by a reactive God is sort of like Singa-

pore today. In Singapore, they will cane you for urinat-

ing in public elevators. The crazy thing about that is 

that Singapore apparently has a problem with people 

urinating in public elevators even though they cane 

you for that in Singapore. How is that? You’d think that

if the people of Singapore know they will be caned for 

it, they would wait for the nearest men’s room. How is

it that even pretty horrible punishment doesn’t stop 
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people from doing things we don’t want them to do?

I looked it up and found some really interesting stuff 

about that.

✔ In the 1540’s, during the reign of Henry VIII, there 
were 11 capital crimes defined : High treason, in-
cluding counterfeiting coin, petty treason, murder,
rape, piracy, arson of a dwelling house or barn 
with corn in it, highway robbery, embezzling ones 
master’s goods, horse theft, robbing churches and 
robbing a person in a dwelling house. 

✔ In 1671, the Coventry Act made it a capital crime 
to lie in wait with intent to put out an eye, disable
the tongue or slit the nose. It came into being af-
ter Sir John Coventry had been attacked in Covent
Garden and his nose slit. 

✔ In 1699, the Shoplifting Act defined shoplifting to 
the value of 5 shillings (25 pence) as a capital 
crime. 

This notion – that people are such simple creatures 

that they can be depended on to respond to threats – 

is so attractive to us that it’s almost impossible to 

convince us that, even with truly horrible punishments

in place for violations of the law, some people will still
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violate the law. I’m constantly told that the reason 

people violate the law is because we don’t treat crim-

inals badly enough. If we got really serious with them, 

I’m told, then people would behave. Take the Murder 

Act of 1752. Under the provisions of this act, a person 

convicted of murder was to be hanged within 48 

hours, unless that would have been a Sunday in which 

case the execution was carried out on the following 

Monday. This Act mandated the gibbeting of the mur-

derer's body. Gibbeting refers to the use of a gal-

lows-type structure from which the dead or dying bod-

ies of executed criminals were hanged on public dis-

play to deter other existing or potential criminals. 

Well, that’s pretty horrible. You couldn’t really say 

they were mollycoddling people. But...did people still 

murder? Yes. People still murdered. People still slit 

other people’s noses and stole from churches and the 

rest of it.  Even in the face of centuries of experience 
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like that, we still cling to the idea that the threat of 

horrible punishment will deter people from commit-

ting crimes. It’s just that attractive an idea. We really 

want to see that arithmetic where doing good things 

leads to good results and doing bad things leads to bad

consequences validated in our lives.  

It’s so attractive, in fact, that we can’t help our-

selves from applying it to our ideas of God. If the bad 

guy “gets away with it”, then we want to know that 

God will step in and flail the hide from the bad guys 

when they die, and a little eternal swim in a fiery lake

wouldn’t be going too far, either. As a general matter, 

we’re pretty good at imagining horrible things to do to

each other, aren’t we?

In the God reactive model of our relationship with 

God and God’s relationship to us is absolutely deter-

mined by OUR actions. God reacts to our behavior, and

changes, depending on what we do. To the good peo-
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ple, those who do right and proper things, God is a 

loving father who sent his only begotten son for the 

forgiveness of their sins (of which, of course, there 

can’t be many or serious ones, since we’re speaking of

the good people here). To the bad people, those who 

don’t do right and proper things, God is a fearsome 

judge who visits horrible punishment to balance the 

scales as it were. No bad guys “get away with it” be-

fore the divine Judge, and the punishments handed 

out make a caning in Singapore look like a walk in the 

park.  

I know you have heard this your entire life, and I 

know how appealing it is to you. The question I want 

to ask you, though, is this: “Why do we find the suf-

fering of our brothers and sisters who have wronged us

so satisfying?” Why is there always space at an execu-

tion for the family of the victim to witness the death 

throes of the condemned? What’s so attractive about 
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the suffering of others that we even impose it on our 

ideas about God? And is God really similarly so moti-

vated, or is this a case of our projecting off onto God 

our very own sins?

Now, let’s talk about the other way to imagine our 

relationship with God – the relationship in which peo-

ple react to God. It is God who first loves us, and we 

who react to that extended love. God is the same yes-

terday, today and tomorrow, and doesn’t change de-

pendent on our behavior.  

God pours down his rain on the fields of the right-

eous and the unrighteous equally. He grants his Holy 

Spirit, as Peter noted, both to the Jewish Christians 

who had dedicated their lives to obeying the terms of 

God’s covenant with the Jewish people and the Gen-

tile Christians who had done no such thing. In this un-

derstanding, God sees all of us through lenses of love, 

and chooses not to see those distinctions that we see 
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so clearly.

When Jesus explains this relationship, he offers it in 

this way:

Jesus said to his disciples, “As the Father has 
loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my 
love. If you keep my commandments, you will
abide in my love, just as I have kept my Fa-
ther's commandments and abide in his love. I 
have said these things to you so that my joy 
may be in you, and that your joy may be com-
plete.”

“As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you”, 

Jesus says. The pure, unconditional love of God comes

first. It is up to us to react to this offer of love and 

complete the relationship. The people complete this 

relationship by keeping the commandments of Jesus. 

Jesus characterizes his commandments in this simple 

sentence, “This is my commandment, that you love 

one another as I have loved you.”

Imagine two scenarios. In the first, that annoying 
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woman ahead of you in the ten items or less line at 

the grocery is holding up everybody by trying to take 

35 items through, and she’s fumbling with her check-

book, and she’s moving at the speed of molasses, and 

the manager comes up, grabs her by the arm and re-

moves her from the line. Ahh...blessed relief. Now, 

imagine that the woman is your aged mother, whom 

you love.

In the second scenario, a man with a long criminal 

record has committed a heinous murder of two chil-

dren, received the death penalty, and has been exe-

cuted. Now, imagine that he was your son.

We can’t generate enough love to sympathize with 

the annoying woman or the criminal, but that is not 

the same as saying that God can’t. If we’re on first, 

then it’s perfectly natural to assume that God will re-

act to the people around him in the same way we do, 

visiting calamities on the heads of those we disap-
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prove of, and raining blessings on the good people. If 

God is on first, then God’s capacity for pure love al-

lows him to share his Holy Spirit on the circumcised 

and the uncircumcised alike.

I think I can hear some of you wondering, “If God is 

on first, and loves all, the good, the bad and the ugly, 

then is the fat man in the pulpit saying nobody goes to

hell?”

The fat man in the pulpit is saying, “It’s none of your

business who goes to hell. That’s God’s business. Your 

need to see wrong doers suffer isn’t God’s justice, it’s 

your sinfulness. Love does not celebrate the suffering 

of others, deserved or not.”

Our inability to see, even in the most evil of people, 

the face of a child of God so handicaps us that we 

can’t conceive of God’s love for the most unlovable. 

Our inability to see the face of a child of God, even in 

the most evil of people, is the measure of our own sin-
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fulness, and when we urge violence on those we fear, 

or who have done things with which we disagree, we 

are acting, not in God’s love, but in our own sinful-

ness.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

It's Mother's Day, the day we set aside to remember 

our mothers. Mother's Day isn't about having given 

birth. Mother's Day celebrates the self-denying love 

our mothers showed to each of us, the same sort of 

love shown by our Father in Heaven to His children. 

That same self-denying love is the goal of every Chris-

tian. 

“The Desert Fathers and Mothers taught that 
prayer was participation in God's love, the activi-
ty that takes us out of ourselves, away from the 
familiar, and conforms us to the path of Christ."1 

I think most of us think of prayer as petition. If I'm 

on first, prayer is my way of laying out for God the 

tasks I have for Him. May our active God correct us 

and lead us to participation in His love as we honor 

both the men and the women who are important in 

the life of a child.

1  Diana Butler Bass, A People's History of Christianity: The Other Side of the Story (Harper One: 2010).
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2015 J. Stewart Schneider
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