17th May 2009

John 15.9-18

On Tuesday this church was full of children from Dursley Primary School. They had come on a church visit to see a place of worship and ask questions about what goes on inside these four walls. Boy did they ask me some questions. One little lad asked me what are the three most important beliefs of the Christian faith. I don’t know what you would say but I responded:

That there is a God

That this God loves us

And that we know God loves us because he gave us Jesus. I said it’s a wonderful thing to know that you are loved, really truly and deeply. Loved regardless of who you are or what you do or don’t do. And I said if you don’t remember anything else about this visit to this church remember this: the Christian faith says that behind everything in the world we see, there is a God, this God loves us, and we know that love because of Jesus.

A second child asked me what is the most precious thing in this church. I replied ‘the people’ – It follows on from the first answer. God loves us, but God abides within us and loves through us. Love flows, fruit is grown.

The Pope – or rather Popes – are in the press this week. In fiction – in the form of Ron Howard's new film Angels & Demons, and in reality, as Pope Benedict tours the Middle East. In both cases the presence of this world leader raises some important questions about what it means to be Christ's representative on earth.

There are two things notably absent from the vast majority of depictions of the Christian faith, or, more specifically, the Christian Church, in our media. One is love. And the other is the person of Jesus.

This week, Dan Brown's second novel to become a Hollywood blockbuster hits the big screen – but, whilst the movie follow-up to The Da Vinci Code wrestles with questions of faith and science, the existence of God and the role of religion, its depiction of the church is typical of this tendency to omit. It unfolds in the heart of the Vatican: priests and pontiffs there are a plenty, miracles and magic tricks, big bangs and apocalyptic endings, but Jesus? There is reason, and desire, and faith of all sorts, but love?

Of course, it would be easy to vilify Dan Brown – something the Catholic Church has interestingly refused to do – but the popularity of his books suggests the possibility that he is voicing an opinion, or more significantly reflecting a feeling, which is widely shared and which asks a question of us and of the Church. Are these two things – love and Christlikeness – disturbingly absent in us? Or less manifest than they should be? Are they the things that easily get lost and, if so, why?

At the same time, the real Pope has been a controversial presence in the Middle East over the past few days. Monday's Times carried the story of Pope Benedict's visit to the River Jordan under the headline: 'Welcome to the site of Jesus Christ's baptism: a sewage pipe in a minefield'. The paper went on to describe how the supposed site, is now a place, not of peace and purity but of barbed wire, landmines and pollution. Again, it would be easy to conclude that the metaphorical minefield the Pope has chosen to tread is just the product of religion – both historically and in the present – and as such to distance ourselves from it. Or to dismiss as insoluble the conflict that this robed figure strangely brings into focus, and therefore to argue that it is not our concern. But that would be precisely the kind of thing that results in the presence of Jesus, the active presence of love in the Church, being diminished, or at least hidden, so that Christianity becomes 'a denuded shadow of its former self'. These conflicts – these kinds of toxic stand-off – are born I would suggest, not out of religion, but out of human nature. Out of something that is present in our own lives – in the defences we build, and the aggression we show. And they are sustained by a particular tendency that Jesus' teaching and the work of the Holy Spirit in the early church seems determined to expose and defeat.

Simply put, we want to categorise people as angels or demons. MPs are the latest hate figures for their alleged abuse of expenses. We are deeply uncomfortable with the idea that those we see as demons might actually have something in common with us, and those we see as angels might actually share some of our failings. So we mark clear lines that say Jews this side, Gentiles that side. Or Catholics this side, Protestants that side. Or Christians this side, Muslims that side. MPs on that side, decent law abiding non corruptible people on this side. And then we patrol these borders nervously, and hurl missiles, or insults, or even charity across to the other bank, but never, at all costs, must we recognise any of 'them' in 'us'. Or risk making real contact – person to person – with those we consider beyond the pale. 

I don’t want to condone the abuse by MPs of their expenses but if you had such an ambiguous and generous system set up to compensate you in carrying out your job - who wouldn’t claim what you felt you were entitled to? The media are ruthless in knocking people down but don’t want to run the risk of showing political favouritism by exposing the good deeds of politicians and where they have worked tirelessly for their constituents. There are angels and demons amongst the MPs. There are angels and demons in all of us.

Jesus challenged this tendency of regarding people as angels or demons by his association with sinners and outcasts and by his treatment of Gentiles. By his incarnation even the most fundamental division was undermined. And his talk of being 'in' the Father and his disciples being 'in' him emphasised a rejection of this kind of 'splitting off', which the Holy Spirit – as we read in Acts 10.44–48 – underlined to Jesus' followers by 'being poured out on all flesh' (Joel 2.28), without either Jews or Gentiles having first to conform to the others' norms.

In John 15.9–17 Jesus expresses the heart of the mission he is passing on to his followers – to love one another in the same way he has loved them. A way that seems to connect – 'making new friends' and forging new relationships out of love for others – with 'laying down your life'.

We are very familiar with this language of self-sacrifice and love, of course, but what does it mean to love one another? What does laying down your life look like? How can we be 'like' Christ?

Jesus command was simple – love each other as I have loved you. It is almost a contradiction to command someone to love. Barry Hutchinson the minister on Holy Island gave us a short biblical refection each morning on the theme of love. He shared first of all how when Jesus appeared to the disciples after the resurrection behind locked doors his first words were ‘peace be with you’. They were not harsh words or words of rebuke. Barry suggested that only when we are in a position of peace and knowledge that we are loved will we be open to change at a deep level and be open to challenge. He went on to reflect on other biblical passages suggesting love is not controlling or demanding. It is not sentimental nor does it avoid challenge and rebuke. With the popular hymn to love in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians chapter 13 he suggested that this was a description of the love we have seen of God through Jesus Christ. A God who is patient with us, who is kind, doesn’t insist on his own way, does not rejoice in wrongdoing, bears all things, and endures all things.

You can’t legislate for love; but God, through Jesus, can command you to love. The ‘command’ to love is given by one who has himself done everything that love can do. When a mother loves a child, she creates the context in which the child is free to love her in return. When a ruler really does love his or her subjects, and when this becomes clear by generous and warm hearted actions, he or she creates a context in which the subjects can and will love them in return. The parody of this, seen with awesome clarity in George Orwell’s book 1984 is when the totalitarian ruler ‘Big Brother’, who has done nothing but oppress and terrify his subjects, nevertheless orders them to love him. And the devastating climax; after the initially resisting subjects have been brainwashed, is that it works. At the end of the book, the hero is in a sense, happy. ‘He loved Big Brother’. And the reader knows that at this moment the hero has ceased to be truly human.

Jesus, though, issues the command that we are to love one another, and so to remain in his love, because he has acted out, and will act out, the greatest thing that love can do. He has come to make us more human, not less. He has come to give us freedom and joy (verse 11), not slavery and semi-human stupor. He came to break the barriers down and embrace the enemies.
Perhaps one way we love another is to be prepared to wade into sewage and walk into minefields. Or rather to take the risk of recognising, actually to look at, what is unclean in us, rather than projecting all the things we despise in ourselves onto those we demonise. And to brave the danger of being vilified ourselves, in the way that the Pope is currently being shot at from all sides, by identifying with both conflicting sides, or simply daring to talk about difficult things and to bear the pain of ambivalence.

There is an inherent cost in this kind of love that we see embodied in Jesus' life, and it may well be that our fear of that cost results in his way being sidelined, even in our 'worship' of him, so that we should not be surprised if caricatures of the Church are grotesquely lacking in love and the presence of Christ.

Is it possible that trying to 'abide in Jesus' love' might begin with asking ourselves: 'how am I like this depiction of the church?' Can we dare to see that what is 'out there', may be 'in here'? Can we see the angels and the demons and still know that we are loved, that we are chosen. For Jesus says that we did not choose him but he chose us. We are called to love because we are loved and have been chosen.
There a story of an Irish priest who, on a walking tour of a rural parish, sees an old peasant kneeling by the side of the road, praying. Impressed, the priest says to the man, "You must be very close to God." The peasant looks up from his prayers, thinks a moment, and then smiles, "Yes, he's very fond of me."

We learnt on Holy Island about the life and calling of the Celtic Saints. King Oswald had become a Christian and wanted some missionaries form Iona to come over and convert the pagan Northumbrians. The first guy who came was called Corman but he returned to Iona complaining that the Northumbrians were an obstinate and barbarous people. Hearing this report the heart of one man was stirred. Aidan spoke up and said these people need patience and love. You now what it is like when you speak out in a meeting – you get a job – Aidan was chosen to bring that patience and love to the Northumbrians which he did by establishing his mission centre on Lindisfarne. Cuthbert would succeed him. While tending his sheep in the Scottish borders he saw a vision of great light in the sky and angels carrying a soul to heaven. He immediately left the fields to offer himself for the religious life at nearby Melrose Abbey. There he learnt of the death of Aidan and vowed to continue Aidan's work of spreading the gospel throughout Northumbria. These tow men knew they were chosen.
We did not choose Christ. Christ chose us. What an honour and privilege. If you are not sure as to what your life is for and what you should do with it – know this. You have been chosen by Jesus – to know his love and to share his love in order to bear the fruit of that love in the world.

Prayers
'A human being is an immense abyss, but you, oh Lord, keep count even of our hairs. Yet even our hairs are easier to number than the affections and movements of our hearts' (The Confessions – Augustine).

Lord – help us to know ourselves and to find you.

Search us, and reveal to us where you are absent in our hearts, where love is absent. Open our eyes to see ourselves in others and others in ourselves and teach us to recognise that which is of you in everyone.

Opening prayer

O God, we open our mouths to praise you

and you open our spirits to receive you.

We open our minds to learn of your ways

and you open our wills to obey you.

We open our hands to serve you

and you open our hearts to love you.

We are open to your mystery, O God,

make yourself known in us this day.

Easter prayer

O God, through Jesus you say:

I am the vine,

you bear fruit,

you remain,

you obey,

your joy is complete,

you are my friends.

We say:

we are the branches,

we will bear fruit,

we will remain,

we will obey,

our joy will be complete,

we are your friends.

O God, through Jesus you say,

I will risk,

I will remain,

I will give joy,

I will make you friends,

I will call,

I will love.

We say:

risk in us,

remain in us,

make joy in us,

be friends in us,

call us,

love us.

O God, through Jesus you say:

no longer servants,

you are friends.

You did not choose me,

I chose you.

I love you,

remain in my love.

We say:

we receive,

we go,

we love,

we remain,

we give our lives.
Scripture readings

John 15:9–17

I tell you this so that my joy’s complete in you.

Loving one another just as I love you.

The greatest love we each can have is to love our

friends.

Loving one another just as I love you.

You are no longer servants but are friends of mine.

Loving one another just as I love you.

And so this is what I command: go live like this.

Loving one another just as I love you.

Opening the word with children

Sisters and brothers together

Invite people to raise their hands if they have a sister

or a brother. Have them show how many sisters and

brothers they have with their fingers. See who has the

most siblings. Collect ideas of what sisters and brothers

do together such as play games, share a bedroom,

do chores, live in the same house, and maybe even

fight. Explain that sometimes people in the church

call one another “sister” and “brother.” The church is

like a family – like sisters and brothers. Collect ideas

of how we are together in church. Compare this list

with the previous list of ideas of what sisters and

brothers do together.

Proclaiming the word

“The more deeply you live your spiritual life, the easier

it will be to discern the difference between living

with God and living without God, and the easier it

will be to move away from the places where God is

no longer with you.”

(From The Inner Voice of Love by Henri J.M. Nouwen.

Copyright © 1996 by The Estate of Henri J.M. Nouwen,

published by Doubleday.)

Dedication

O God, we offer our lives

and all that we are to serving you.

We dedicate ourselves to living

as your obedient servants

and seek to love you by following

all you have commanded.

In Christ, you offer us friendship;

a sacred gift that makes serving you a joy.

Therefore, we will serve you, O God,

as friends united by your Spirit.

(Lift hands in the air.)

And all the friends of God say Amen.
We came in our love for God,

we go united in love for one another.

We came ready to obey God’s commandments,

we go filled with faith in our hearts.

We came as willing servants,

we go as friends of God.

Go as God’s children

united as friends by Jesus the Christ

and empowered by the Spirit poured out on all.

We will go to love and serve.
