
LOVE IS SOMETHING YOU DO

John 13:31-35


After the presentation and dedication of his baby brother in church, Jason sobbed all the way home in the back seat of the car. His father asked him three times what was wrong. Finally, the boy replied, "The preacher said he wanted us brought up in a Christian home, and I wanted to stay with you guys."


What is the mark of a Christian home? What is the mark of a Christian church? What is the mark of a Christian youth group? Today we have a church building, pews, organ and stained glass windows to symbolize, “Hey, this is a church!” Not so the early church. They met in houses and had no special clothing or seating to identify themselves as followers of Jesus. What was the fundamental symbol--the most significant mark--that identified a group as specifically Christian in the early days of the church?


Well, here in John’s Gospel Account Jesus gives us the one main characteristic: “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.” Jesus tells his disciples then and his disciples today, “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” (John 13:34-35)

Why is it a commandment and why is it new? Can love be commanded?  If you are a parent, you know that you cannot force your children to love one another, can you? Well, yes you can, but we will need to alter our understanding of love. If the only love you know is what rises up as an emotion because someone is nice to you and loving toward you, then we cannot command the feeling of love. If love is not an emotion but is instead an act of the will, however, it can be commanded. Rather than commanding, “Feel love toward someone,” Jesus commands us to “act lovingly” toward someone. We don’t say, “Feel good about your brother!” We say, “Stop hitting your brother!” Jesus sees love not as an emotion but love as an act of the will. As James Gardner said last week in his sermon, “Just do it!” Our church covenant does not call on us to feel love but to live love: “to live in Christian love and forgiveness in our families, congregation and relations with all people.” 


So what is new about this commandment to act lovingly toward one another? For too long we have misread the Hebrew Bible and made it a book of law and the New Testament a book of grace. The heart of the Holiness Code is in Leviticus 19:18: You shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD.”

Love is not a new commandment for Judaism or Islam or any other religious faith. Love is central to all. What is “new” is that Jesus gives us a new motive and power for fulfilling the commandment. We do not love others simply to fulfill an ethical demand but in response to Jesus who has already loved us and has given his life for us.  “Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another--Do as I have done to you.” What has Jesus done for them? How does Jesus treat others? 


“Lord, I will lay down my life for you,” Peter promises. But he denies his Master and fails his friend. Jesus, however, shows Peter a new commandment; for even though Peter is not willing to lay down his life for Jesus, Jesus is willing to lay down his life for his friend. And more remarkably, Jesus comes back and forgives Peter and the others for their denial, their betrayal, their unfaithfulness and their failure. Jesus shows us what love is and gives us a new commandment (say it with me):“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

But that’s not all. Judas Iscariot leaves Jesus and the other eleven and sneaks out into the night to begin the betrayal of Jesus of Nazareth (13:30). What is his motive? We do not know for sure. 


How does Jesus treat this betrayal that is as awful as Peter’s denial? Jesus does not shout, does not turn over the dinner table, does not cast him out of the group. That outstanding preacher Barbara Brown Taylor points out how Jesus responds to Judas:  “Not by tying Judas to his chair so he cannot carry out his plan, but by feeding him--dipping a morsel into his own cup and giving it to Judas, whose feet he has just washed, bathing them with warm water and drying them with the towel he wears around his waist.1 


Knowing who Judas is and what he is about to do, Jesus does not throw him out. He bathes his feet and feeds him, which means that Judas is never excluded from the circle of friends. He is included until he excludes himself. 


Jesus spends the last day of his life just as he has spent every day of his life--feeding his enemies and treating them all as friends--the betrayers, the deniers, the failures. Jesus obviously believes that God’s goodness is greater than our badness and God’s power to forgive is greater than our ability to sin. So, as Jesus stands between the two brackets of Judas the betrayer and Peter the denier, Jesus gives himself away to the one who is giving him away to the authorities and to the one who is giving away their relationship for personal protection. As he stands between these two, he tells them and us: “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 

For Jesus love is not an emotion or a warm feeling. Love is willful decision to act lovingly toward others. Here Jesus commands us three times to love one another. To love one another--to act lovingly toward brothers and sisters in the faith community--is the one significant sign that we are a community that follows Jesus.


High school seniors, we love you. Your parents, your family and your church have all given ourselves away to you to show you what love is. We, like Jesus, will never exclude you from this circle. 

In my short time I have been very impressed with this youth group. You are very welcoming. Greg Barker and Maggie Blair have testified today about how this youth group has acted lovingly toward them. You welcomed our daughter Anne into your group. I have noticed how you have permeable boundaries and keep changing the mix of persons grouped together. 


One of the main features of our youth program is the old formerly-white couch in the Bombshelter. The couch is old, musty, discolored, dirty, and probably filled with germs. We cannot and will not throw it out, however. And you youth know why. It’s the couch where you sit together. Like the pews in the Nigerian church where my wife Becky grew up, there is always room for one more on the youth couch.


I think you pile on that couch because you want to be in contact with someone who loves and cares for you. You sit on that couch because you realize that on that couch you are loved and chosen.  


Anne Lamont tells of a couch in her church. Lamont is a funny and irreverent author who is very passionate about her walk with Jesus. On some Sundays in the St. Andrew Presbyterian Church there in Marin City, California, she teaches the children in Sunday School during the worship time. In her most recent book, Grace (Eventually) she tells of the favorite part of her time with the children. Lamott sits on the couch, looks around and asks, “Is anyone here wearing a blue sweatshirt with Pokemon on it?” The four-year-old looks down at his chest, astonished to discover that he matches this description—like, “What are the odds?” He raises his hand.


“Come over here to the couch,” she says. “You are so loved and so chosen.” He clutches at himself like a beauty pageant finalist. Then she asks if anyone that day is wearing green socks and brown shoes, a Giants cap, an argyle vest? Each of them turns out to be loved and chosen. Anne Lamott loves this activity because she believes that “in truth, everyone is loved and chosen.”2 


Why do we keep that old couch in the Bombshelter? Why do we invite anyone and everyone to join us around this table each month for Communion? It’s not because we are exceptionally nice people or because we always feel great about one another. We want to follow Jesus and we want to be a church that follows Jesus; so we are trying to follow the new command of Jesus and to do what Jesus did. “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” 


Sit on our couch, sit in a pew in this worship room, and come forward to the communion table. Why? Because you are so loved and you are so chosen. 

1 Barbara Brown Taylor, The Betrayer in Our Midst, in God in Pain, 1998, pages 43-44

2 Anne Lamott, Grace (Eventually): Thoughts on Faith, 2007, pages 28-29

Communion

HYMN: Amazing Grace

Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church
Vienna, Virginia
May 6, 2007: Fifth Sunday of Easter

Graduate Recognition Sunday
Page 


