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A good friend of mine, a former priest, recently bought his first ever new car.  I haven’t seen the vehicle itself yet, but I can certainly hear my friend’s enthusiasm and excitement over the phone.  He loves what we all love about a new car: it is all clean and pristine, even under the hood; the odometer is still showing single digits; the finish shows no mars, scratches, or dings; and the inside has that unique “new car” smell.  


I am sure, for my friend, this new car represents one of the final signs that a new chapter in his life has really begun.  He bought the car with his own money, money that he has earned over the four years since he left priesthood and religious life.  This car actually belongs to him; he is the first to own and operate it.  His ability to do those things is a sign of his ability to support himself, to make it on his own.  A new car indicates that at age 57, he still has a promising future.

Isn’t that what we all love about new things?  Their promise?  A new computer brings promise of new access to information, and at faster speeds.  New running shoes represent a commitment to a new exercise regimen, and hopefully, the beginning of a new chapter of health and fitness.  And if what is new in our lives is alive – a plant, a goldfish, a puppy – it brings with it a new relationship which will alter our foreseeable future.  This living thing is now, to a large extent, dependent on us.  Whether or not it will live, grow, and thrive depends on how conscientious and faithful we are.


The ultimate scenario of transformation, of course, occurs when a new person comes into our lives in a significant way.  Whether it be a new love interest, a new sibling, or a new baby, each of them calls us beyond ourselves.  In an essay in the New York Times in late February, journalism professor Harriet Brown wrote of her first pregnancy, and of her fears about whether she was “capable of loving another human being at all” (“A Family Label, Ungarbled,” 2/26/10).  Whether her parents and siblings intended it or not, Harriet “grew up thinking of [her]self as ungracious, selfish and cold, emotionally withholding.”  

Love, on the other hand, she understood to be “big and loud and messy. Love rocked on the floor, head in hands, eyes running with mascara and angst. Love slammed doors and stalked out into the night, too wrought up to button its coat or brush its hair. Love was not something you chose or wanted; love rode you hard and tore you up. Love broke you.”

Fortunately for her, when she met her future husband, she failed to persuade him that she was “too selfish to really love anyone else.”  When she told him this, he simply looked her in the eye and replied: “I know who you are. And I know you are a good and loving person.”  Hoping against hope that he might be right, she took the risk and married him.  And now, she thought, with the birth of her first child, she would finally discover the truth about herself.


She writes: “After three days without sleep and 14 hours of hard labor, I was too exhausted to know what I felt when my daughter was finally laid on my chest, her dark hair slick with blood. What I did know was that for the first time in my life I wasn’t thinking about myself. I wasn’t worrying about what kind of person I was, whether I was good or bad, lovable or not.  That night, and in the many wakeful nights and days that followed, I was thinking first, and nearly wholly, about someone else. When my daughter cried I felt it in my own chest, a vibrating fist of pain. When she slept, or nursed, or, later, laughed, I felt as if I stood in a halo of light…  


“What I felt for my daughter…wasn’t hearts and flowers; in fact, much of the time it felt nearly unbearable, like blood starting to flow into a frozen extremity. My feelings for my daughter constricted my chest and kept me up nights, worrying about whether she was getting enough to eat, to drink, whether she was happy. Whether she was still breathing. 

Did I love her? The word seemed puny in the face of such an intense and fundamental sense of connection with another human being…  [T]his connection we had, this bond — this was a whole new experience. 


“For weeks I did not, could not name it. And then one day the word slid out of my mouth as my daughter cried on the changing table. ‘I love you, yes I do,’ I said, patting her dry, fastening the Velcro strips on the diaper cover. And for the first time in my life, I believed it.”


That is how transformative love works, sisters and brothers.  Because her husband saw her as lovable and loving, and because her own maternal instincts proved so primal and irresistible, Harriet Brown discovered herself anew; and the effects of that self-discovery have rippled outward to encompass her family.  She says: “We use the word [love] easily now, all of us. My older daughter, now 19, says, “I love you” at the end of each of our phone calls, even brief logistical chats. My 14-year-old says it every night, no matter how irritated she is with her clueless parents.  Now that I’ve come to think of myself as capable of both giving and receiving love, I can feel that jolt sometimes with my husband as well as my daughters.  And I can look back on my childhood with different eyes, too.”


God wants to effect that sort of transformation in each of our lives, brothers and sisters, especially during this season of resurrection and new life.  And the God who is love knows that love is the only engine that can and does transform us.  The resurrection of Jesus as Christ and Lord shows that his love for us, and the love of his Father for him, were and are stronger than hatred, violence, and even death.  That is why Jesus reminds his apostles, as well as us, in his Last Supper discourse from John, “As I have loved you, so you also should love one another.”  If we do this with the help of grace – if we learn to love as Jesus loved – we will be transformed; and others whose lives we touch will be transformed as well.  They will recognize us as disciples of Jesus Christ by our love; and perhaps through our likeness to him, they will even come to know and love him and his Father as well.

Our transformation under grace is part of God’s larger project to transform the cosmos – to restore it to the harmony and unity which he intended at the dawn of creation.  Our participation and cooperation are very much a part of God’s plan when he declares, as we heard in the reading from the book of Revelation, “Behold, I make all things new.”  Complex and symbolic, the book of Revelation is difficult to understand and interpret; and its metaphorical attempts to describe heaven – which is by definition indescribable – may be partly to blame for our imaginings of fluffy, pink clouds, bejeweled gates of gold, and adorable naked cherubs playing celestial muzak on harps.

But today’s reading, from the second to last chapter of the book, gets at the essential – namely, the promise that all things will be made new.  What awaits us is not a new car, but a whole new existence – nothing less than “a new heaven and a new earth” where God “will dwell with [us] and [we] will be his people and God himself will always be with [us] as [our] God.”  In the new heaven and earth, God will “wipe every tear from “our” eyes, and there shall be no more death or mourning, wailing or pain.”  Yet we, and our loved ones, mysteriously will still be ourselves.

As N.T. Wright, celebrated Biblical scholar and Anglican bishop of Durham, told a Time magazine reporter a couple of years ago (2/7/08): “What the New Testament really says is God wants you to be a renewed human being helping him to renew his creation, and his resurrection was the opening bell. And when he returns to fulfill the plan, you won't be going up there to him, he'll be coming down here…  [T]he end of Revelation describes a marvelous human participation in God's plan.”

(http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1710844,00.html#ixzz0mjDDLBKm)

That participation begins, sisters and brothers, when we share the bread of life and the cup of salvation here at the Lord’s Table.  The 20th-century Jesuit anthropologist, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, understood this very well.  We might make our own the prayer for self-renewal and transformation which he wrote in his 1961 book, Hymn of the Universe:  “I desire, my God - by a reversal of forces of which you alone can be the author – that the terror which grips me when faced with the unnamed changes which are making ready to renew my existence might be changed into overflowing joy at being transformed into You.  

“Without hesitating, at once I reach out my hand toward the fiery bread which you offer me…  To take it is to hand myself over, I know, to forces which will wrest me painfully from myself and push me into danger, work, continuous renewal of ideas, and austere detachment from my affections…   

“May this Communion of the bread with Christ, invested with the forces which expand the World, liberate me from my timidity and my indifference!  I cast myself at your word, O my God, into the whirlwind of struggles and energies where my power to seize and to experience your Holy Presence will develop.  The one who passionately loves Jesus hidden within the forces which make the Earth grow, that one the Earth will lift up maternally in her giant arms, and she will show him [or her] the face of God.”
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