We are not anly people of the law but also of the Spirit. The law has not been done away
with but Jesus has fulfilled the {aw by sending us his Spirit or Advocate - one translation
of the legal term “Parakletos” or paraclete - so the Spirit is, in & sense, our legal advisor,
our solicitor, given to us to interpret the law in the light of God’s solicitude for us - law
thatis interpreted by love. This is where our freedom lies in the interpretation of God's
law, of God's will for us. But we can't do it alone, we need God's Spirit, the grace of
God's love to help us and the beauty of it is that this gift of the Spirit is pro bono, given
freely, and not under our control, a spiritindeed that is master of the Sabbath and not
its slave, free to blow where it wills. This is explained in the story of the gentiles and
pagans of the centurion Cornelius’ household, who received the gift of the Spirit before
they have been formally baptised. They hear Peter telling the story of Jesus’ coming and
going and coming again and the Spirit convicts them of its truth. Peter has to modify his
interpretation of the law in the light of this experience.

“Can anyone forbid water for baptising these people who have received the Holy
Spirit just as we have?”

In today's reading from Acts we hear the further working out of this tension between the
Law and the Spirit or as one might put it the written encodement of past experience
against the lived reality of present experience - how to preserve the purpose of the Law,
which is the flourishing of humankind in the light of God's love, against ossification or,
one might say, taking the law literally, without the nuance of love as lived experience.
The literalists want to impose circumcision on any new members to respect their
Jewish tradition, their Jewish heritage, but Paul and Barnabas realise that things have
moved on, that a new interpretation is possible, but they don't ride roughshod over the
Law - they seek guidance, they send for help to Jerusalem, they respect the authority of
the apostles there, they trust that the same Spiritis given to them also for the process
of interpretation. And surprisingly perhaps it's James, supposedly, the more
“conservative” of the apostles who uses the Jewish tradition of interpreting the Law by
invoking other Hebrew scriptures, and affirms the new reality from the prophet Amos

.. I'shall return and rebuild the fallen House of David
.. Then the rest of {hu)mankind
all the pagans who are consecrated to my name
And to show that the Law has not been abandoned altogether adds a few essentials

you are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of
strangled animals and from fornication. Avoid these, and you wilt do what is right.



And immediately one can hear the lawyer within us saying but what about the
Ten Commandments and all those other laws the Church has accrued since? And we
need to recover once again the nuance of law as interpreted by love. The Rule of St
Benedict is full of it, written with this dynamic at its heart —the need to consult the
brothers for example and to allow the Spirit to work through others as well as ocneself -
to have that wider vision, that view of the heavenly Jerusalem where God, Father and
Son reign freely in the freedom of the Spirit.

Some travellers arrive who want confession. One wants to give them this psalm
or that as penance but then discover they can’t read or write so one gives them three
Hail Marys or three Our Fathers which they know by heart. One meets them in their
need.
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