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What do young people think about present-day Christianity and church? That’s a good question to ask on Youth Sunday. That’s also what George Barna’s research group asked young people who were ages 16-29 and not active in a church. The good news is the young adults said that “Christians are friendly.” The bad news is that only eighteen percent of those 16-29 year olds said that we are friendly. That’s less than one out of five! But they did have some strong feelings about other perceptions of present-day Christians in church. Sixty-six percent (66%) of these young adults think we are anti-homosexual; fifty-seven percent think we are judgmental; forty-six percent believe we are too political; thirty-seven percent think we are out of touch; twenty-eight percent think we are old-fashioned and twenty-seven  percent think we are insensitive and boring. 1 But, hey, eighteen percent think we are friendly!

Christianity as practiced in the church has an image problem with the generation we are trying to attract into our faith communities. Young people like Jesus but don’t think much of the church’s Christianity. Here are some quotes about the chasm between perceptions about Jesus and the church: The singer Madonna (She does have a religious name!) says, “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the teachings of Jesus, but I am suspicious of organized religion.” (p. 73). Another singer, Bono (He doesn’t appear to have a last name either) says, “Christians are hard to tolerate; I don’t know how Jesus does it.” (p. 25). Perhaps you have heard what the great Mahatma Gandhi said:  “I like your Christ. I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.” (p. 37)


Vienna Baptist Church, we have a problem! If we are going to invite young people to join us, if we are going to pass on the Christian tradition to the next generation, if we are going to be a vibrant and viable community for at least another 52 years, what are we going to do? And more importantly, who are we going to be? 
LOVING ONE ANOTHER

For these Sundays in May I would like for us to listen to the last three chapters of 1 John. The author, whom we call “The Elder,” calls on the churches under his care to love God and to love one another. Our major command is to love God by loving one another in this room and to love one another in our youth group. If we can’t do that, we don’t have much of a witness to the rest of the world—to young adults or anyone else, for that matter. 

Of course, it’s a wonderful celebration when those in the local church love one another. You don’t have to become very involved in a local church to realize that you meet some here whom you really don’t like very much. Perhaps that’s why the image of a church as a family rings so true, because we don’t choose those who are in our biological family and we don’t choose those who are in our church family. The ones who are here are given to us. 

How do we love one another? Let’s say together our memory verse (printed on the bookmark in your bulletin): Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action (1 John 3:18). In The Cotton Patch Version Clarence Jordan translates: My little ones, let's not talk about love. Let's not sing about love. Let's put love into action and make it real.  A literal translation is, Little children, let us love, not in word or tongue but in work and truth! In other words, “Don’t say you love me; show me you love me!” 
In 2000 the British rock group Foreigner sang, 
I want to know what love is; I want you to show me.

I want to feel what love is; I know you can show me.

Don’t say you love me; show me you love me! The New Testament has something to teach our culture about love and that teaching is this: Love is not just a feeling or an emotion. Love is not something you fall into like a vat of milk. Oh, we have words in our Bible for feelings of love toward those who are like us. This word for “love” used throughout 1 John is a different word. The Greek word agape. 
Agape is not a feeling or an emotion. Agape is an act of the will. Love is a verb. Agape is not a love that comes over us but is an action we offer even when we don’t like the person we are loving. In the New Testament understanding about love, we do not have to like someone before we can love them. We are called to act lovingly toward him or her until we eventually begin to like them. That’s why Jesus called on us in Matthew to pray for our enemies. If we pray for those we don’t like and begin to act lovingly toward them and their welfare, then perhaps we will begin to appreciate them and even like them.

Agape-type love teaches us that you can act your way into a new way of feeling easier than you can feel your way into a new way of acting. 2 Whew! That’s not an easy statement. Let me say that again: You can act your way into a new way of feeling easier than you can feel your way into a new way of acting. I used to sing with youth groups the song, Love is something you do!

What does agape look like? Verse 16 paints a picture about agape. 1 John 3:16 is as important as John 3:16. John 3:6 begins, God so loved the world that God gave the only Son . . . . In 1 John 3:16 we hear, We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us!  And in John 10 we heard Jesus say, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. . . . And I lay down my life for the sheep” (10:11, 15b). We don’t have to define love because we can point to the supreme example of it.  Jesus the Good Shepherd is the object lesson for love. It’s as if Foreigner sings to Jesus:
I want to know what love is; I want you to show me.

I want to feel what love is; I know you can show me.

You want to know what love is? Observe how Jesus the Good Shepherd laid down his life for us. Jesus lived out our memory verse for today. Please say it with me: Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action.
LAYING DOWN MY LIFE

And how do we respond to such love? The rest of 1 John 3:16 tells us: We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one another. (3:16). If I am only a spectator of how Jesus loved, that is not enough.  In 1 John the Elder says that we, like Jesus, are called to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters. The we in 3:16, expressed by a pronoun, is emphatic, which means that the verb already has the pronoun in it, but the author adds the pronoun for emphasis-- and we ought to lay down our lives for one another. The example of Jesus laying down his life is indeed a pattern for love we are called to follow.

Did you read this week of Charles H. Schulze—not the author the Peanuts comic but a personal injury lawyer here in Washington? On April 25th Charles was walking on Pompano Beach in Florida when he spotted two boys (ages 9 and 12) in distress because of a rip current. He told his friend, “Take my hat,” and Charles, a good swimmer, dashed into the surf. One boy reached safety on his own but the other struggled in the current. Charles pulled the boy to safety and then suddenly had a heart attack and died there on the beach. A spokeswoman for the Pompano Beach Fire and Rescue department said, “He went above and beyond . . . and made the ultimate sacrifice so these two boys could live.” His son, Charles Jr. said that his father “died the way he lived: helping people.” 3

I know what you are probably thinking: “Okay, preacher, so that’s what you want me to do today: Go out and die so someone can live?” No, let’s not all run out into the ocean or river and jump in and kill ourselves.  Even if we are not called on to actually die today, as Jesus died, we are called on to die daily for the Jesus’ sake. And daily dying is handing ourselves over in love to one another every day. Charles Schulze “died the way he lived: helping people.” 

We think following Jesus is like taking a $1,000 bill and laying it on the table in a blaze of glory and saying, "Here's my life, Lord. I'm giving it all." But the reality of discipleship is that Jesus sends us to the bank and has us cash in the $1,000 bill for quarters so that we go through life putting out 25 cents here and 50 cents there in little acts of love each day of our lives. 4
According to 1 John, laying my life down for a brother and sister does not have to be physically dying for others but does mean doing daily actions of love from our abundant resources. Sometimes, as in the case of Charles Schulze, self-sacrifice can mean physical death, but usually laying down our lives means giving out quarters as tokens of our very lives. We lay down our lives when we welcome a new guest to our youth group. We lay down our lives when we do an act of kindness through a mission project. We lay down our lives when we make time for one another. We lay down our lives when we refuse to ask, “If I help this person, what will happen to me?” but instead ask, “If I don’t help this person, what will happen to her?”

Young people, older people, children and youth are impressed with the way Jesus lived and died for love. Those living around us are asking us: 
I want to know what love is; I want you to show me.

I want to feel what love is; I know you can show me.

They are asking us to live out our memory verse for today. Please say it with me, Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action (1 John 3:18). In other words, love is not an emotion as much as it is a verb. Well, if love is something you do, what are you and I going to do about that? 
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