Lectionary Notes for May 14, 2006:

(Offered by Diana Gibson.  I’ve indicated where I’ve taken from the work of other commentators.)

Acts 8:26-40 – Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch

Notes:  An angel of the Lord gives Philip his marching orders, but little does Philip know where it will lead him!  The Ethiopian, a black African, was likely a “God-worshiper” (a Gentile who accepted the theological and ethical teachings of Judaism without becoming a full convert to Judaism), in other words, not a Jew – nationally, ethnically or religiously.  Plus, we are told that he was a eunuch.  According to Deuteronomy 23, castrated males were not to be accepted into the Jewish community.  Yet led by the Spirit, Philip is undeterred in sharing God’s love with this man – breaking down national, racial, religious, and sexual barriers.  Noting the passage the Ethiopian had been reading, Isaiah 53:7-8, one wonders if he and Philip looked further in Isaiah and discovered Isaiah 56:3-8!  It’s worth reading!  (based on Paul W. Walaskay’s commentary, Acts)
Psalm 22:25-31 – I will tell of your name to my brothers and sisters; in the midst of the congregation I will praise you. … For God did not despise or abhor the affliction of the afflicted; … The poor shall eat and be satisfied; …  All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to Yahweh; and all the families of the nations shall worship before Yahweh; For dominion belongs to Yahweh, who rules over the nations. … and proclaim God’s deliverance to a people yet unborn.

Notes:  The psalmist vision of God’s dream for the world is not only about the well-being of those he/she knows, but stubbornly includes the poor, the marginalized, and the afflicted.  Yahweh’s dominion always means that the hungry are fed and the meek lifted up.  To remember, turn to and worship Yahweh involves not only a theological commitment, but spiritual, political and social commitments as well - loving concern and justice for all humankind, the giving up of violence and killing, and the proclamation of God’s liberation to all generations  (see for example Jeremiah 22:13-17; Hosea 6:6; 12:6; Amos 5:21-24; and Isaiah 58). 

John 15:1-18 – “I am the vine, you are the branches.  Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing. … 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. …  This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”

Notes:  It is only as we abide in Jesus’ love that we can bear fruit.  While bearing fruit is essential, the fruit that Jesus calls forth is always the fruit of love – not of success or wealth or power – but of love.  Galatians 5:22-23 reminds us that the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  To “lay down one’s life for one’s friends” must be rooted in this love, and based as this call is in Jesus’ own sacrificial crucifixion, this call must never be confused with killing others for one’s friends or country.  This text can be lifted up with full respect and honor for all those who suffer the horrors of war, civilians and soldiers alike, but the text does not justify war in and of itself.   

I John 4:7-21 – Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.  Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. …  No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and God’s love is perfected in us. …  God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.  Love has been perfected among us in this:  that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, because as God is, so are we in this world.  There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear….  The commandment we have from him is this:  those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.

Notes:  Jerry Fox’s sermon explores this passage specifically, so I will not comment much upon it.  Verse 18, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear” is worth several sermons alone.  The biblical phrase “Be not afraid” or “Fear not” is found throughout the scriptures (Isaiah 43:1; 44:2; Psalm 46; Luke 1:30; 2:10, just for starters).  While it is rightfully offered as comfort in times of struggle, it should also be understood as a commandment about trusting in God (not arms or government or war) for our refuge and strength. The propagation of fear by the powers that be in our world today must be answered with God’s words to us:  “Be not afraid.”  This is perhaps the church’s most powerful lesson for building peace.

