“Let love be real”
Acts 10:44-48, John 15:9-17
10 May 2015
Well, last Sunday we heard about commitment and today’s subject is love. And the more we think about it the more we realise how these two concepts go together in our life of faith. The deepest commitment will only arise out of love and true love is unimaginable without serious commitment. 

This came home to me recently as I watched a Golden Globe winning film called The Hurricane made in 1999, which tells the true story of Rubin Carter, a black American boxing champion in New Jersey, who, at the height of his career, was falsely accused of a triple murder purely on racial grounds, convicted and imprisoned for life. The film deals with the events from the 1960s through to the 1980s, covering nearly 20 years of Carter’s imprisonment. After all his appeals fail, after he looses his family and everything else, there doesn’t seem any point to his life anymore, but he will not give up. He does the only thing left for him, he writes a book, making public his whole story, which is by that time had been forgotten by most people. By chance an old copy of the book gets into the hands of a Brooklyn teenager, who can hardly read or write, but with the help of his Canadian foster parents he gets through the book and gets great inspiration from it. He visits the boxer in jail and from then on a surprising friendship develops between the fifteen year old and the prison recluse. The youngster’s love and admiration for his hero is so infectious, that the Canadian friends get involved in the story too and they decide to clear the name of the innocent Carter. They actually move countries and set up shop in a building opposite the prison, and from there they conduct their investigations vowing not to leave until they get Carter out of prison. Upon his final release Carter’ first words were: “Hate got me into this place, love got me out.”

This is a remarkable story illustrating, how love, even between complete strangers accompanied by amazing commitment is able to move mountains; in this case mountains of human injustice and conspiracy to cover up the truth. I think this is the kind of committed or abiding love our Gospel reading is talking about. It comes from that part of John’s Gospel, which contains Jesus’ ‘farewell discourses’ to his disciples before his death, but which – according to scholarly opinion – is more reflective of the early church’s understanding of Jesus in the light of their common life together. John’s Gospel – the latest of the gospels – comes from a time, roundabout the turn of the first century, when the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem by the Romans was already a past event. As a result the main focus of Jewish Faith shifted from the Temple to the synagogue and as it is usually the case in times of persecution, it became more stringent and more exclusive. The Christians, who up till this time worshipped both in their synagogues and in each others’ houses, were increasingly perceived as an internal threat diluting and sometimes challenging those traditional practices that were thought to hold the Jewish communities together. So the time came, when the followers of Jesus were unceremoniously expelled from the synagogues. 

In the new situation, this particular Christian community - in which John’s Gospel was written – had found another way to hold their members together. Rather than insisting on any religious or liturgical practices to unify them, they discovered the strength and cohesive force in the teachings of Jesus about love. The secret lay in keeping faith with the risen Christ, in remaining, abiding, or dwelling (as our translation has it) in his love. All of these expressions have a kind of intimate, homely feeling about them; they sound comforting, protective, safe, and constant and at a superficial level may even seem inward looking. After all, they talk about love among the followers of Jesus as a witness to the outside world. But there are some give-aways when this love is defined: the love they are encouraged to imitate is Jesus’ love, an outgoing, barrier-breaking love, which sets up home where the needy people are to be found. The kind of love we see in our Brooklyn teenager in the film, who, with his Canadian friends set up home in New Jersey, right outside the jail where the falsely imprisoned boxer was kept. This love is motivated by compassion and solidarity with the weakest and the poorest of the human family, those who are excluded from the prospect of human flourishing and which has a special poignancy today, the first day of Christian Aid week. 

We shall return to that theme in a minute, but first let’s look at our other reading for today from Acts. Here we find Peter practising the same kind of outgoing love we’ve been talking about just now. Under the influence of the Spirit’s leading and as a result of his life-changing vision about eating unclean things, Peter has gone to the house of the Gentile Cornelius. There, in spite of all his traditional instincts he is now ready to receive Cornelius and his whole household into the Christian community. “Is anyone prepared to withhold the water of baptism from these persons, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did?” he asks. The greatest, most important decision the early church has made, considering that they were all Jewish by origin: they came to the understanding through Jesus that, the love of God was far wider and more all-embracing than they ever dared to believe, that it was for everyone, not just for the people of Israel; And that, abiding in the love of Christ meant doing away with exclusions of any kind.

Coming back into our own 21st century setting according to Christian Aid statistics, it is women, who suffer most in the world bearing the burden of personal, social, cultural, political, economic exclusions. This is what the Revd Dr Graig Gardiner, a member of Christian Aid’s worship collective says: 

“Worldwide, women are estimated to spend 40 billion hours collecting water every year. Compared to men, they can spend more than 10 times the amount of time doing unpaid care work. In these respects, it’s certainly true that poverty has a woman’s face. In many communities, the cost of being a woman is paid from birth – girls are denied a proper education and are soon put to menial work. Deprived of an education, they must then rely on men for their survival, men who often deliver the horrifying reality where one-third of the world’s women have been beaten or sexually abused.” Dr Gardiner shows how our 2000 year’s old text

speaks right into our current situation when he concludes: “There is simply no way to remain in the love of Christ and ignore such facts.”  In the light of this it is good to know that our recent support of the Kenya project through Christian Aid has gone some way towards easing the plight of women in Africa.

Well, we are told that last year some £12 million was raised during Christian Aid Week. The challenge they are putting to us is to top this figure in 2015. So whether we give money, or time to do house-to house collecting, take part in other fund-raising events, pray for the work of Christian Aid or celebrate with gifts through presentaid, we should know that we are doing Christ’s work and we are demonstrating that we are dwelling in his love. For when the Jesus of John’s Gospel is talking about love, he is not talking about some kind of sentimental emotion, which only warms the heart of the lover and which can be misunderstood and misused for control and other selfish purposes. He is talking about sacrificial, fruit-bearing love; love that, results in lasting change; a love that serves the flourishing of its object even at the cost of the diminishing of the lover. The kind of love he demonstrated both in his life and in his death.
And in case the disciples feel this is too much for them because they are ‘only disciples’ who are just about to loose their leader, Jesus reveals to them a great truth about themselves, which they haven’t yet grasped: on some level they are no different from him: 
“No longer do I call you servants, for a servant does not know what his master is about. I have called you friends, because I have disclosed to you

everything that I heard from my Father.” (15:15)

Friends! Well, we don’t hear much of friendship as a religious category. We seem to use designations like ‘disciples’, ‘servants of God’, ‘children of God’, or even the ‘sheep of God’s’ pasture’. Of course all these expressions come from the Bible too and they pick up certain important aspects of our relationship with God. Yet, they have one thing in common, they all exclude personal responsibility. They are all signs of ‘high dependency’. Maybe, that’s why we like them. But being named as friends of Jesus calls his followers into a mature faith, it puts them on equal footing with him. It shares with them his dignity but also his great responsibility as ‘a man for others’ (Dietrich Bonhoeffer). And it gives them the assurance that by dwelling in his love, they will have all the resources within themselves to make their love real, outgoing, fruit-bearing, able to withstand rejection and misuse and in the process they will experience the deepest joy, the joy of Christ. May this be true for us as individuals and as a church community. 
Erna Stevenson

Amersham Free Church
