The Fifth Sunday of Easter
May 10, 2009
Text:  1 John 4:7-21
Our Reading today – from First John – prompted me to go to the internet to listen once again to a 42-year-old song recorded by the Beatles:  Love Is All You Need.  I wanted to count precisely how many times they sing the word love in that song.  Any guesses?  Nearly one hundred times!  96 was my count.
You see, I thought maybe First John, chapter 4, verses 7 to 21, had the record.  In our Reading today, the word love is mentioned only 27 times.  Only 27 times!?!

Our theme today is love.  Probably a good theme for a Mother’s Day, wouldn’t you say?  An even better theme for the Fifth Sunday of Easter, where we are still celebrating this week of weeks – 50 days of Easter! – all celebrating God’s love for the world, reflected in the cross and the empty tomb.

Today I would like to turn to one particular individual who I think can really help us get a handle on this big, important love that First John is talking about.  This individual’s commemoration day was actually yesterday:  he died on May 9, 1760:  Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf.

I’ve spoken about Zinzendorf before.  He was the German count who befriended the Moravian Brethren and actually brought about the renewal of that group.  The Moravians, of course, are the folks who still today publish the daily Scripture texts that a group of us here read every morning.
I need to set the 18th-century scene for Zinzendorf by beginning a couple of centuries earlier, the 16th century, to be precise, the time of the Reformation in Germany.  Martin Luther’s wonderful re-discovery of God’s grace in a time when the church had almost forgotten it!  This amazing love that God has for his people that we do not earn, we do not deserve, but God simply gives it freely.

Now that’s one of the loves that First John is talking about today:  the love that comes from God.  How does John say it?  God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him.  In this is love!
That 16th century was a time of enormous creativity.  Unfortunately, such times are often followed by periods of stagnation.  And that was true of the Lutheran Church in Germany in the 17th century.  I’ve always called it “the hardening of the arteries” of the Lutheran Church.  Officially, it’s called the “scholastic” period.  It was a time of “ivory tower” preoccupation with logical niceties, a period when the Lutherans were debating dry and stale doctrines that seemed to have no relevance to everyday Christian life.  It was all about “up here” – the mind.
In reaction to that, in the 18th century, the Church was blessed with a movement of the heart.  Pietism, it was called, from the Latin, pietas, meaning piety or godliness.  It was begun by Pastor Philip Jakob Spener, and it put new life back into the Lutheran church!  It emphasized a living faith….personal devotion to the Jesus Christ the Redeemer.  It was a movement from the heart.
And that’s the second love that First John is talking about today:  the love from us that is directed to God and to our neighbor.  How does John describe this love?  In several ways:

· Beloved, let us love one another…

· Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love.

· We love, because God first loved us.

In 1700, into that time of Pietism in Germany, von Zinzendorf was born….into a noble family who were very much involved in that movement of Pietism.  Pastor Spener was actually Zinzendorf’s baptismal godfather.

During his Grand Tour of Europe in 1719 – it was a kind of rite of passage for young aristocrats – Zinzendorf visited an art museum in Dusseldorf where he saw a Domenico Feti painting titled Ecce Homo – Behold the man! – the words of Pontius Pilate when he presents the beaten and scourged Jesus to the crowd.  [You’ll find that painting on an insert sheet in your bulletin this morning.]  At the bottom of the painting was this inscription, translated from the Latin:  This I have done for you.  What have you done for me?
Zinzendorf was transfixed by that painting and its message.  Profoundly moved, he knelt in prayer:  Lord Jesus, I want to do everything for you.  The motto of his life from that point on became:  I have one passion:  Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ alone.

Three years later, in 1722, a group of Moravian Brethren fled from persecution in their native Moravia, crossed the border into Saxony, and petitioned Zinzendorf for permission to settle on his land.  Now we need to go back again – this time, back three centuries – to give you a brief history of this Moravian Brethren group.
It grew out of a reforming movement led by the Czechoslovakian Catholic priest, Jan Hus.  Way back in the 1400’s – 100 years before Luther – Hus preached and led worship in Czech – not Latin – and he declared that all Christians had the right and duty to read the Bible for themselves.  Hus was thrown into prison and ordered to recant.  He refused.  On July 6, 1415, he was burned at the stake.
His followers developed into the Moravian Brethren; and they too, like their leader, Jan Hus, were persecuted.  It was persecution in Moravia that drove them into Saxony, seeking refuge on Zinzendorf’s estate.

Zinzendorf became their leader, their first bishop.  They had been a contentious group, always at odds with each other.  But, on August 27, 1727, at a communion service presided over by a Lutheran pastor, the Holy Spirit was poured out upon all of them….like the first Pentecost.  It was really an outbreak of Christian love among them.  Very similar to that meal scene in Babette’s Feast, if any of you have ever seen that movie.

At this point I am going to ask the ushers to come forward and distribute the Moravian Lovefeast buns.  Please pass the bowls down the aisles until all have received.  When you receive yours, do not eat it until I give the word.

Out of their Moravian community developed the practice of the Lovefeast – which the early church had also celebrated.  They called it the Agape Meal, which means Lovefeast.  Now realize:  It was not the same thing as the Eucharist, but in the early church it often preceded the Eucharist.

The lovefeast is a simple, common meal, consisting of a plain sweet bun and coffee or hot chocolate.  You’ll have to forgive me, but I thought the hot chocolate and coffee might be too complicated to do, so we’re skipping that part.  The buns are served to the participants in the pews.  It is not a time for conversation, but rather, as they partake, the participants are asked to pray, in love, for one another.

The Lovefeast is not a substitute for Holy Communion.  The great sacramental sign of Holy Communion, of course, is God’s love for us.  The great sign of this lovefeast meal is the love which we give in response to God’s love:  our love back to God and our love for one another.

Let us pray the traditional lovefeast prayer together and then we will eat in silence, praying our silent prayers of love for one another.

Come, Lord Jesus, Our Guest to be,

And bless these gifts, Bestowed by Thee.

Bless our dear ones everywhere,

Keep them in Thy loving care.  Amen.

[An interval of one minute]

At the close here, let me return to that painting, Ecce Homo, by Domenico Feti, the one that had so affected Zinzendorf.  138 years later, an English hymnwriter, Frances Havergal, viewed that very same painting – remember the inscription?  This I have done for you; what have you done for me? –  and it had a similar effect upon her.  She took out a piece of scrap paper and immediately wrote the hymn which we know as Take My Life and Let It Be.
In just a minute here we will be singing a sequence hymn composed of two different hymns:

· Zinzendorf’s hymn, Jesus, Your Blood and Righteousness.  This hymn reflects well the love that God has for us:  This I have done for you.
· We will be singing back and forth between that hymn of Zinzendorf’s and the hymn that Frances Havergal wrote, Take My Life and Let It Be.  Havergal’s hymn reflects well the second love that First John talks about:  our love for God and neighbor, which is empowered by God’s first love for us:  What have you done for me?
So please take out the insert sheet, and notice how I have numbered the six verses that we will sing, going back and forth between the two hymns.  Please stand to sing. 
