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  Theme:  Just Setting an Example

9As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. 10If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. 11I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete. 

12 ‘This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. 13No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 14You are my friends if you do what I command you. 15I do not call you servants* any longer, because the servant* does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father. 16You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name. 17I am giving you these commands so that you may love one another.

+ + +

In Nomine Jesu

What’s the distance between your head and your heart?  Physically you can measure it in inches … but that’s not what I … or our texts today … are talking about.  What we’re talking  about is the distance between …

… where we live with ideas and logic and planning and what makes sense [our “heads”] 
… and where we live with feelings and intuition and impulse and what seems best [our “hearts”].    We’ve all got those polarities and we all always live … not at one end or the other … but someplace between them … and not always the same place.  

I tend to live more in my head than my heart … who knows why?   But that’s me.  I love intellectual challenges, so I spent a lot of time in my seminary and pre-seminary days thinking about the Christian faith, pondering its mysteries, and preparing to engage sceptics and cynics in arguments.   I’d figure a way, I thought, to win them over to the “Christian way of thinking” about things.   And I could imagine some great debates.   But then it finally dawned on me that being a Christian is more than a way of thinking about things … championing THE right way of thinking about things.    It’s a way of living, a matter of following Jesus rather than just thinking about Jesus or our faith. 

Now I know that there are some of you here today who have doubts and confusions about the Christian faith.  If it helps, I’m part of that “some of you.”   So, I hope it’s good news to you that in the Gospel of John, doubts and questions, beliefs and ideas are important and get a lot of attention.    But in today's text, as Jesus prepares to depart from his disciples and go in obedience to his death on the cross for us, he simply commands his disciples to obey him … to love him by living as he instructs them. 

Why do I hope this is good news to you?  It’s because, sometimes, if you can't understand Jesus, you at least can follow Jesus … live as Jesus models the faithful life! 

I’ll never forget the day when I found that letter on my desk.  I had just gotten back to the office from one of my typical long bouts with bronchitis.   That letter was a multi-page diatribe that identified Muslims as the anti-Christ with such venom and hate that I cringed and crumpled it up.   And then I watched the news and learned about the hightened warning levels of ISIS … or is it ISIL … using so masterfully the social media to influence the hearts and minds of the vulnerable … to confuse faithfulness with outright terror and brutality.   And I remembered a conversation decades ago, during the "Iranian Hostage Crisis" with a woman who said that she had gotten to know a student from Iran. 
She had received him into her home where he lived intimately with her family.   Then came the Iranian revolution.   American hostages were being held and hopes for their freedom seemed doomed.  Mass terror and anti-American hatred fueled the revolution.   Well, this Iranian student’s  funds had been cut off and she was trying to find him odd jobs in town to support himself.   She told about when she tried to get someone to hire the young man to do yard work. 

"Does he support the revolution?" a possible employer asked. 

"He thinks it's all just wonderful," she replied. 

In amazement the potential employer asked, "Well I think it's just remarkable that you have befriended him and that you are working to help him out, that you have received him into your home.  How in the world did you come to do that?" 

She slammed her fist down on the surface in front of her and said, "Because I'm a Christian, of course.  What would make you think this is easy?" 

Now there's a person who simply, obediently, followed the orders she heard from Jesus, and she sticks in my mind as an example for all the rest of us … whether we hear the same voice or not. 

Now I don’t want you to think I'm getting all authoritarian here, that I’m urging you to submit heedlessly to this stuff simply to obey Jesus.   What I do want to do is to remind you that all of us are obeying somebody.   In our world, we might answer and submit to any number of masters – our peers, our family, our friends, our government, popular fads, our image of the "good life."   Yes, all of us are doing "what we are told" in some form or another.   That is, all of us are living our lives – at least in part – on the basis of some source of authority outside of ourselves that we didn't just think up ourselves.
So maybe the issue is not "Will I be obedient or disobedient?" but rather, "Which Master shall I obey?" 

If you’ve ever heard of or heard the songs of singer Bob Dylan you’d probably never think of him as a great theologian.   But he did sing this:  "Everybody serves somebody."  And he went on to observe that we take our orders from somebody and when we obey one master's command that means that we might just have to disregard the command of another master.    He got what Jesus said: "No one can obey two masters."

Christians are those who believe that it is, ironically, in obeying Jesus, that we find our true freedom, our true destiny, our abundant life. That's what Jesus is saying in today's Gospel. 

But please note that Jesus seeks our obedience not simply because that's what he wants from us.  It’s not a “power” thing with him.   He urges us obediently to love one another and to follow him so that the world may see him in us … so that the world might look at the way we live together and know that he is truly Lord and Christ, the Savior of the whole world. 

There’s another conversation that I won't forget.   A fellow pastor had been sharing his own faith in Christ with someone.    That pastor listed a number of the major beliefs of Christianity  and the other person seemed to agree with them.   The pastor then asked, "What do you think is your major reservation in becoming a Christian?"
The reply was astounding.  One word:  "Christians."    And here’s the explanation that followed: "I really like what I know about Jesus and what he stands for.  But I can't remember when I've ever seen anybody actually following Jesus the way he asks.    I just don't see folks who say they believe in Jesus taking Jesus seriously." 

I wonder how many there are who can't believe that Jesus is Lord because they’ve never seen anybody really taking Jesus seriously. 

Now I'm all for thinking through the Christian faith.    I love the big thoughts and the little ones, the beauties of Christian beliefs.    But lots of times that thinking and believing needs to be a secondary activity – something that comes along after you simply try to follow Jesus, you simply try to obey Jesus. 

That person who hadn’t seen any “perfect Christians” had it right, of course.    All of us – new Christians or long-line Christians – fit the bill of those who aren’t “perfect.”   That’s one of the many reasons I think Martin Luther had it right when he wrote as the first of his discussion starters for the reformation – the famous “95 Theses” – that “the entire life of a Christian needs to be a life of repentance.”    We all need, daily and repentantly, to be reconciled to God because of our failures and our sins … against God, ourselves, one another, and God’s world.

What joy, what grace, then that you and I … sinners in the hand not of an angry God but of a God of freeing grace and mercy … can come to this place, today.   What joy, what grace, that you and I hearing the word proclaimed and breaking the bread and sharing the cup at the Table of Grace know that repentance … our lifelong beginning posture … is simply the portal to rising in praise and thanksgiving for the freed and forgiven – freeing and forgiving – life to which Easter’s victory opens us … this day … all days.
Let’s live as Christ lived … so that nobody who sees us can miss him.
In the Name of Jesus!

AMEN.
+ + +
Soli Deo Gloria
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