
Love One Another?

Acts 11:1-18; Psalm 148; Revelation 21:1-6; John 13:31-35

A few years ago I read about a noted church growth expert who says that a major reason why

people do not join a specific congregation is congregational conflict. People are suspicious of

churches that are split apart by and embroiled in conflict. 

I can certainly testify, from my own efforts at evangelism, that one of the major evangelistic

impediments to people following Jesus is the church. People often love Jesus and are attracted to his

gospel, but they look at the sorry performance of the gospel in your average church and feel that they

really don’t see too much of Jesus!

In today’s Gospel, Jesus is preparing to leave his disciples. He is giving them his last will and

testament. Here, Jesus tells his disciples his last, most important words. He could have spoken

words of judgment against them. After all, they have shown themselves to be rather inept followers.

He knows that they will soon flee into the darkness when the soldiers come to arrest him. Time and

time again, throughout his ministry, they have misunderstood his teaching.

But Jesus does not judge them; rather, he commands them. He commands them to love each

other “just as I have loved you.” We ought first to note that this is a command from Jesus, not a

suggestion, not a mysterious parable that they are to figure out. Here we have one of those rare

moments when Jesus makes a simple, direct command. Well, perhaps I should not have said

“simple,” for in saying “love each other” he is speaking about a very specific, particular, and peculiar

sort of love that is very difficult to live out. 

He is talking about disciples loving each other. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus famously tells us to

love our neighbour. But in John’s Gospel, Jesus tells us to love each other, to love our fellow

Christians gathered around the table with him.
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In a curious sense, it really can be easier to love your neighbour—even the annoying one

down the street who insists on mowing his grass before dawn on Saturday—than it is to love the

fellow Christian who sits next to you in the pew in church on Sunday morning. Sometimes it’s easier

to love those in need across the ocean, as we sometimes do when we send mission and service

funds far away to people in need, than it is to love a rather needy individual who causes dysfunction

and disruption in the church board meetings. How many of those times you wish they would be

absent!

Most of the time it’s easy to love our fellow Christians—when we sing a hymn or when we pray

together. But then let someone bring up some controversial subject, such as matters of sexual

orientation, or a brand of politics, or the colour of the carpet in the lounge, and watch as our

declarations of love wilt under the strain.

Jesus makes love sound different in John’s gospel than it does in Matthew’s. Matthew hears

Jesus command us to love enemies and gives us a golden rule to love our neighbours as ourselves.

None of that is in John’s gospel where Jesus commands us not to love neighbours or enemies but

rather to love “each other.” In John, love is an in-house affair. Today it’s fashionable to talk about

Christians working justice for those in need in the whole, wide world; it seems somewhat small-

minded to attempt to love each other in the church.

Some have dismissed this Johannine love as parochial, introverted to relationships among his

followers and irrelevant to the great social problems of our day. I say, they can dismiss Jesus’ “love

each other” because they’ve never tried it!

Funny thing about love: love is sometimes easiest at a distance. Wasn’t it Mark Twain who

said, “I love humanity; it’s people I can’t stand”? Any law officer will tell you she’d rather deal with a

thief who’s robbing a bank than to walk in on a fight between a husband and wife in a bedroom.
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John’s Jesus implies: as hard as it is to love your enemy, it’s even more difficult to love the person

who sits next to you in the pew this morning.

Jesus drives the point home further: “This is how everyone will know that you are my disciples,

when you love each other.” John makes this in-house “each other” love the mark of faithfulness. The

world will know that we have truly signed on with Jesus when the world sees Christians loving each

other in the church. 

It’s enough to make one ask: what does the world see when it looks at our congregation?

It’s tough to love fellow Christians, especially when you are engaged in fierce disagreements

with fellow Christians. Several years ago when there was a fierce debate over the significance of

sexual orientation for the ordination of church leaders, during the debate, one of the disputants said,

“This is a matter of upholding scripture.”

His antagonist countered, “You are not commanded to love the Bible; you are commanded to

love your Christian brothers and sisters!” I would suggest that he had to have been thinking of these

words from John.

In a small way we each experience a foretaste of God’s ultimate victory over human evil and

human separation when we take part in the passing of the peace in church on Sunday, obedient to

the saviour who said that if there’s something separating us from our sisters and brothers, then that’s

a good reason to set down our gifts at the altar and go make peace. Church is the creation of a de

facto world, the world as God intends, as God is even yet creating the world to be. By living God’s

way we are always on the way to communion.

Every time we miraculously move from exclusion to embrace, it’s a little earthly experience of

what one day we shall do forever.

I can conceive that Gandhi, even though he was not a Christian, might experience what some
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call “salvation”. And the Dali Lama, even though he’s a Buddhist, might end up in the bosom of

Abraham. But, I also wonder, might I have to spend eternity with Presbyterian Donald Trump, to say

nothing of fellow Christian Jerry Falwell? I’m all for joining hands with fellow Christians, but I have to

confess that I have my limits—in spite of what Jesus commands!

Maybe that’s why Jesus commands us to love each other rather than making it a suggestion!

Jesus says, “This is how they’ll know you are with me: not by your ability to affirm the creed or to

interpret scripture in an orthodox way, or by how well you manage to keep up with the liturgy. It’s by

how you act toward each other in the church.”

In another of John’s recollections, Jesus calls his disciples “little children” (1 John 2:1, 12). I

wonder if calling us “little children” is more than a term of endearment. It’s an all too accurate

description of church people who, though we are called to be God’s children, often sometimes act

like unruly spoiled brats.

If we love Jesus, we’re commanded to love the fellow followers of Jesus. If we can’t somehow

find a way to love Jesus’ friends, we’ll never figure out how to love Jesus. “Those who say, ‘I love

God’ and hate their brothers or sisters are liars. After all, those who don’t love their brothers or sister

whom they have seen can hardly love God whom they have not seen!” (1 John 4:20). Give thanks

that elsewhere Jesus said, “Allow the children” (i.e., the bickering, self-centered, whining ones) “to

come to me” (Luke 18:16)! 

Church historians have shown conclusively that the early church defeated the Roman Empire

by caring for the sick and feeding the hungry, even those who were not part of their biological

families. In Rome, family determined your destiny. You had no obligations to anyone who was not

your blood relative. Christians considered themselves part of a new “family” by virtue of their baptism,

a new family called the body of Christ. “See how they love each other!” pagans exclaimed. 
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The church presented the Empire with something it could never be: a strange new

organization where human beings gathered and cared for each other not on basis of gender, family,

race, class—the world’s way of gathering—but by obedience to the Lord of love.

Will Willimon tells the story of a woman who has been a distinguished leader of their

denomination: “When I asked her, “Have you been a Methodist all your life?” she responded, “No, my

family had never been members of a church. Then my father lost his job, and we hit bottom. We had

nothing, were even hungry. A Methodist woman showed up at our door with a box of food and asked

about our situation. Next thing we knew, we were attending a little Methodist church in our town. All

my clothes, from then through high school, were given to me by Methodists. We admired Christians

before we knew anything about the Christian faith!” 

Richard Rohr writes: “In the early church, Christian communities are the audio visual aids Paul

can point to, giving credibility to his statements about new life. To people who ask “Why should we

believe there is a new life?” Paul can say (like the woman in the story) “Look at these people. They’re

different. They’ve been changed. As Jesus said “This is how you will know that you are my disciples,

if you have love for one another.”

So just before he took leave of us, Jesus commanded us at the table: Love each other! If we

are to share the table of Jesus, we have got to obey Jesus. So as we leave today let’s ask ourselves:

Can you love your clergy when they tell you the truth you’ve spent all week avoiding? I know you

would do anything for your family; that’s only natural. Can you take responsibility for someone who is

related to you, not by blood but by the blood of Jesus? Are you willing to be part of a community, to

share a meal with people you wouldn’t be inclined to eat with except for the fact that all of us are

guests here, guests who will be known by the fact they live out Jesus command to love each other?

Thanks be to God. Amen.

5Love One Another.ser.wpd


