HOMILY for the 5th SUNDAY of EASTERTIDE [C], May 2nd., 2010
“I give you a new commandment”

Quite a few priests have dogs.   I suppose they are a substitute for a wife.   After all, the dog can lie on its back to have its tummy tickled which causes less gossip than doing it with anybody else.
But also, possibly, because one can tell the dog what to do.   In fact, one has to.

I have no dog (though I have had in a former existence).   I think it might now be a tie.   Also I can imagine my dog being undisciplined – rather like if I had children – and showing me up.   
But of course secretly I envy the command bit.   How I identify with the Roman centurion in the Gospels:  “I say to my servant do this, and he does it”.

Parishes don’t work like this any more, naturally, though some people still expect it.   “Give us the command, Father, just tell us what to do”, and if one doesn’t they stand there like a confused dog with its head on one side trying to work out what is expected of it.       But a dog, unlike a Catholic, must be given a command.

They say Christianity is a very command-full religion and I suppose it is.   Many of the commands are “don’ts” which rather than being restrictive are more meant to be like lighthouses, placed so as to stop ourselves steering our boat onto the reefs in our lives.

Jesus gives commands.   Some are “don’ts”, like “do not judge”.   Many are urgent and brief invitations, the briefer the better so as to stress the wonder of what is going on:  “Take up your bed and walk”; “follow me”;  “watch and pray”.    These all require a response in direct action.

But how can you give a commandment like today’s “Love one another”?     Think of a teacher in the classroom.   He or she says “put your exercise book on the table”, and you put it on the floor.   That was a simple command, and you disobeyed.   But what if they say:  “Don’t forget” and you forget?    Not quite the same sort of thing, is it?
How can you be commanded to love, to think, to feel, to remember, to forget, or, as Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount to “be perfect”?

Here we may be helped by the admirable German mystic Master Eckhart, who died in 1328, and gives us some insight.    He compares what he calls “external commands” – “pick that up”, “blow your nose”, “turn your engine off” – with “internal commands”, which act as an inner drive to our being.    It is as though we are equipped with the “machinery”, let’s call it that, to respond in a certain way, but need Jesus to “put us in gear”, to engage the drive, so that we look to our true nature and follow it.    And human nature, believe it or not, is, as made by God, to be loving.   When humans do not, or cannot, love, their life is not authentic.   Jesus gives the vital spark.

Master Eckhart says:  “When I am thirsty, the drink commands me – drink me!  When I am hungry, the food commands me – eat me!   God does the same.   He commands me to such a sweetness as the whole world cannot equal.    And if a person has once tasted this sweetness, they can no more turn away from goodness and from God, than God himself can turn away from being God”.     

We die without water;  we die without love.   When we start loving, we know that that is the real way.   And much of the anguish of our life is caused by being prevented from loving, by rivalries, feuds, insecurity, overwork and so on.

Jesus, God made man, is the ideal one to inspire us to love, to “engage our love-drive”.   Because God is love, by definition.   And so anything relating to God is caught up in love.

This has the most remarkable effect, as Jesus points out today.   It means that when we engage with God even in a negative way, the response is love.   The negative action is turned into love – that is the meaning of “mercy”.    Judas goes out from the Last Supper to betray Jesus and Jesus actually says this is his “glory”.    The atheist’s rant against God becomes love, our neglect of God as the priority of our life actually becomes love.     God’s great plan is to flood the world with love through the unbreakable love of Jesus.   God didn’t plan the crucifixion – that just happened – but he did plan the full love.   If the crucifixion got in the way of the love, then it just had to be gone through, like a circus artist riding a bike through a ring of fire.
That’s why people who want us to have blasphemy laws are totally misguided.   What sort of petty God is it who cannot stand being talked about?    When our God is, at it were, scratched with insults, out flow the blood and water of love, as on the Cross.

The challenge is for us to try to imitate this, to turn harm into love.   No wonder Jesus tells us to “turn the other cheek”.    Turning harm into harm is not our real nature – though of course it is possible to become so embittered with life that one ends up thinking it is our real nature.    But an inner voice tells us:  it isn’t!

The nobility of human existence is to project this love against all the adverse circumstances of life.   This is what Jesus teaches us as “new”.    We cannot run away from it.    If we were a dog, we could hide behind the sofa.  But we can’t.   And with all due respect to our dear four-footed friends, we humans are actually a more “noble” creature, even if only in theory.    Jesus Christ did not become a cocker spaniel.  He became man.

He became man, to bridge the two lands of love, the divine and the human.   And through this “new” command, he relates us to the true basis of our instinct, which is love, which is God.
