4™ Sunday of Easter — May 11, 2025

The Rev. John A. Mennell

“How Long will you keep us in Suspense”

I bet you all saw the news this week that a new Pope has
been chosen to lead the Roman Catholic Church. I have to say, I
feel like I was more invested in this selection than I ever have
been. While the Pope has no real say over what we do and how we
practice our faith, he does set the tone for how Christianity is
perceived in the world. This will be the third Pope that has led the
Catholic church since I became rector of St. Luke’s. Benedict,
Francis and now Leo. You might be a little surprised, but my
favorite of the three Pope’s so far, was Benedict. He was good for
business.

Benedict’s conservative orthodoxy made a clear distinction
between our understanding of what it means to follow Jesus and
what the Roman Catholic Church practices. In Benedict’s church,
there was no room for women in real leadership roles. I remember
sitting 1n theology class in college, at Notre Dame, and listening to
one of my female classmates tearfully share her disappointment
that she could never be ordained as a priest in her church. Even 40
years ago, my best friend’s uncle, who was a professor at Notre
Dame, was pushing for women’s ordination. There was something
deep in my soul that knew this was right, good for the church, and
good for the world.

Benedict was also good for business in the Episcopal
Church because of his conservative stance on LGBTQI+
individuals. Our deep belief, my deep belief is that love is love. 1
believe that Jesus calls us to inclusion rather than exclusion. We
are never wrong if we are sharing God’s love.
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Benedicts successor, Francis, moved the needle on both of
these 1ssues. He certainly didn’t go as far as [ would have liked,
but he opened some doors that had been previously closed and
locked. Pope Francis brought a beautiful humility to his role as the
leader of 1.4 billion Christians.

And then this week there was a conclave to elect a new
pope. My favorite images of the week were the pictures of the
seagulls sitting on the roof of the Sistine chapel, next to a chimney
whose smoke would let the world know that new pope had been
chosen. It was a flock of seagulls waiting for a conclave of
cardinals — a sure sign that our religion has gone to the birds. We
all waited for the smoke. How long will you keep us in suspense?

While the conclave was relatively short, the suspense
continues. While we know the name of the new Pope, and where
he grew up, we don’t have a clear understating of what he will do
about some of the issues in the church, and how that will set the
tone for other Christians throughout the world. How long will he
keep us in suspense?

In this world of instant information on any topic, it seems
difficult to not have the answers right away. Sometimes we feel
like we are in suspense because we have the answers, but they are
not the ones that we want to hear, so we keep waiting until we get
the answers, we think we want. Unfortunately, that is not how
God works. Never has been. Never will be.

It's clear to me from the Gospel passage today, that people
of faith have always wanted answers from God in a way and on
timings that God was not going supply. All week long, as the
conclave gathered, the line from today’s Gospel kept echoing in
my head — “How long will you keep us in suspense.”
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The people around Jesus wanted to know if he was the
Messiah. Heck the people around here today want to know if he is
the messiah. We want the answers the way we want them and on
our timing.

[ feel like this 1s an important question for us right now.
Both in the root of the question and in the answers that God will
provide. I have a faithful and dear friend who seems to be
increasingly losing hope in the world around us. As the news
cycle 1s filled with hate, violence, political fighting, inequality and
war 1t sometimes seems hard to believe in an all-powerful God of
love.

And yet, that is what we are called to do. I know things
seem difficult right now — and I am not going to deny that there is
evil in the world. But in 2,000 years of Christian history this is not
the first time that political leaders have come into power and
created painful havoc for the people around them. We may think
these are living in some of the most challenging times humanity
has ever faced, but it seems this has always been the way of the
world.

What I find hopeful about this look at history is what has
survived and what thrives as we move forward. Political empires
come and go, but the love of God remains. The Roman empire, the
Byzantine empire, the Ottoman empire, Spanish and British
empires, the Inca and several Chinese dynasties are all things of
the historical past. All gone. And yet here we are, worshiping the
same king of heaven who was misunderstood even in his own time.

The question, “How long will you keep us in suspense?”
must have frustrated Jesus as much as children’s plaintive calls
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from the backseat of the car — “Are we there yet?” No we are not,
but we know where we are going and we know who is with us.

In our Gospel story we are about halfway through John’s
telling and this question comes up. If you are the messiah, tell us
plainly. How long will you keep us in suspense. The people
walking beside him could not believe what they were seeing. By
this point in John’s Gospel Jesus had turned water into wine,
healed several people, fed 5,000 and walked on water. The signs
were there, but people were not ready to believe and follow in the
way of love.

There is something in our questioning human nature that
does not let us believe all that we see. We are inclined to doubt
and question. But this is another instance where we need to look at
the overwhelming evidence versus the anecdotal evidence. Let me
explain what I mean. Far too often people take an isolated incident
and use it to paint a broad narrative that is just not true.

The status of undocumented individuals has been big news
and provides a clear example. Some political leaders contend that
undocumented individuals are an unmitigated source of serious
crime and illegal drugs. Of the estimated 10-20 million
undocumented people in the US, there are certainly some that fall
into this category. That doesn’t mean they are all bad. What the
broad data actually shows is that immigrants are less likely to be
convicted of a serious crime than native born Americans.

When we look at our news feeds, we see some of the
attention grabbing problems in the world, but that will never tell
the whole story. What we are seeing is the anecdotal evidence of

evil and not the overwhelming power of the light that shines in the
darkness.
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I have to believe that humanity — created in God’s image —
leans toward the good. I am not denying that there are evil and
problematic people in the world, I just can’t believe that is the
whole story. If our entire world view is dominated by these
anecdotal expressions of evil, we may ask the same question that
Jesus got asked in the Gospel today — “Where is the Messiah — tell
us plainly.”

Jesus answered — “I have told you and you do not believe.
The works that I do in the creator’s name testify to me.”

The works that we do in the name of Jesus, testify to the
wonder of God and the goodness of humanity. I spent a lot of time
this week hanging out in Toni’s Kitchen. I saw volunteers ready to
give their all to help people in need. I encountered numerous
guests who were so thankful for what we had to offer. I saw the
goodness of God and didn’t even have to leave the corner of Union
and South Fullerton.

We don’t need to wait for white smoke to believe that we
have found the messiah. We do not need to be in suspense about
the wonders of God because we know the answer. We can’t be
deceived by anecdotal evidence that has never told the whole story
of the wonder of God.

Jesus goes on to say to his followers, his sheep, that they
know his voice. This is the voice of God calling us to our best
selves. This is the voice of God calling us to serve and love. This
1s a dominant voice in the world, proclaiming hope in midst of
chaos.

JAM + 25-05-11 4th Easter.docx - 5 -



So friends, lets believe.

Let’s believe that we have found the messiah and are not
being kept in suspense.

Let us look at the plain message in the goodness that
surrounds us.

Let’s listen to the voice of God that calls us to love our
neighbor.

Let’s celebrate the hope that has endured for centuries.
Let’s follow Jesus.
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