The Sixth Sunday of Easter
May 17, 2009
Text:  1 John 5:1-6; John 15:9-17
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

The reporter was interviewing an old man, a grandfather who was obviously still in intense grief over the shooting death of his teenaged grandson.  The grandson had been shot in a robbery of the family’s little neighborhood grocery store.

“Don’t you want revenge on the one who did this?” asked the reporter.  “Wouldn’t you like to shoot the person who shot your grandson?”

The old man looked astonished at the question.  “No, that’s not possible,” said the grandfather.

“Oh, I guess you don’t even know for sure who did this,” said the reporter.

“No,” said the grandfather.  “It’s not that.  It’s that we are Christians.  We are not permitted revenge.”

No, we Christians are not permitted revenge.  That is made perfectly clear in our Gospel for today.  Five times we hear Jesus use the word “command” or “commandment” in connection with his words about loving one another.  

Our Second Reading for today echoes that sentiment, the First Letter of John.  Listen:  By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments.  For the love of God is this, that we obey his commandments.  Loving others is not an option for Christians.  It is a command.

To be a Christian, to be a follower of Jesus, means that there are some things for us that are not optional.  Like it is not an option for a person who is a member of the Sierra Club to set forest fires.  Nor can a Boy Scout be someone who refuses to build a campfire.  It just goes with the territory.

Likewise, a disciple of Jesus is someone who, in every situation, is commanded to love.  “Just do it,” Jesus says.

Erich Honecker had been the chief of state for East Germany back in the days of communism there.  But when the Berlin wall came down, communism was thrown out, and so was its leader, Erich Honecker.

He was widely hated by the people of East Germany.  After being ousted from his position, he was not allowed to live in his luxury villa.  So a Lutheran pastor in Germany offered to let the homeless Honecker live in the pastor’s guest room.  The pastor even paid his expenses.  This was especially surprising since Honecker had once persecuted the church.

And many Germans resented what that pastor did.  He received vile phone calls; many threatened to quit the church….and some did.  And yet the pastor had no choice about whether or not to love Erich Honecker…it was not an option….he was commanded to love.  He just did it.

Now where does that kind of love come from?  Just how do we muster the resources to love in that way?  Radical love like that cannot come from us.  It must start from God.

And start in God it did, in his Son, Jesus Christ, and in all that that Son did and said.  Especially it started in that Son laying down his life for the world.  Did you hear that in our Gospel today?  No one has greater love than this, Jesus said, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.  That’s where the love started!
Did you also notice how Jesus phrases this command to love?  This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  God’s love….the love of God’s Son, Jesus, comes first.  Our love flows out of God’s love for us.

We’re going to be talking a lot about command and obedience today, and that may seem kind of oppressive.  Those are not favorite words in our freedom-loving, independent culture.  
But let’s remember what St. Augustine taught us:  God always gives what he commands.  When you and I are commanded to love, God gives us His love so that we can love.
The Armenians who live in Turkey have suffered much persecution; it was a holocaust that happened earlier in the previous century.  Leslie Weatherhead tells the story of an Armenian woman and her family whose home was broken into by Turkish soldiers during one of their raids.  Her father, mother, and brothers were taken outside and shot by the soldiers.  She and her sisters were raped.

Several days later she was able to escape and fled to an Armenian refugee camp.  There she and some other refugees were taught nursing skills.

After a while, she, along with other nurses, had to care for some of the Turkish soldiers who had been captured.  One night as she walked through the hospital ward, she glanced down and saw a face that she thought was familiar, and then she recognized him….it was the soldier who had killed her family and raped her.

He was so ill that she really didn’t have to do anything but neglect him and he would have died.  But she could not.  After she nursed him back to health, the doctor brought the nurse up to the soldier’s bed and said to the young man, “But for this girl’s devotion you would be dead.”
The soldier glanced up at her and said, “I think we have met before.”  “Yes,” she said, “we have.”  As she was walking away, the soldier hissed the words:  “Why didn’t you kill me?”

She returned and said to him, “Because cruelty cannot be righted by cruelty, nor violence by violence.  I am a follower of him who said, ‘Love your enemies.’  That’s my faith.”

The soldier lay silent and then said, “I never knew there was such a religion.  If that is your religion, tell me about it, for I want it.”  So each night the nurse would come back to his bedside and share something of the gospel with him.

Will Willimon, a seminary classmate of mine, tells the story of a conversation he had with a university secretary back in the late 70’s, during the Iranian Hostage Crisis.  This woman had gotten to know a graduate student from Iran.  She had now received him into her home where he lived with her family.  Because of the Iranian revolution, his funds had been cut off and she was trying to find him odd jobs in town to support himself.  She had tried to get Will to hire the young man to work in his yard.

“Does he support the revolution?” Will asked.  

“He thinks it’s all just wonderful,” she replied.

Will responded:  “Well I think it’s rather remarkable that you have befriended him and that you are working to help him out, that you have received him into your home.  How did you come to do that?”

She slammed her fist down on her desk.  “Because I’m a Christian, darn it.  You think this is easy?”  Now there’s a person who simply, obediently, followed orders from Jesus.

We do all realize, don’t we?  That we all follow orders?  All of us are obeying somebody.  All of us are doing “what we are told” in some form or another.  That is, all of us are living our lives on the basis of some external source of authority:  it might be our peers, our family and friends, the government, popular fads, our image of the good life.

So maybe the issue is not, “Will I be obedient or disobedient?” but rather, “Which Master shall I obey?”  As the great theologian Bob Dylan sings, “Everybody serves somebody.”  Or as Jesus said, “No one can obey two masters.”
64 years ago this month, Dietrich Bonhoeffer was executed by the Nazis.  He was the German pastor/theologian who wrote in his book, The Cost of Discipleship:  Only he who believes is obedient; and only he who is obedient believes. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer had been safe at Union Seminary in New York City in 1939, when World War II broke out.  And he could have stayed here in this country; he could have stayed safe.  He wrote in a letter to a friend:
I have come to the conclusion that I made a mistake in coming to America. . . I shall have no right to take part in the restoration of Christian life in Germany after the war unless I share the trials of this time with my people. 
He returned to Germany, became involved in the resistance against Hitler, was arrested and imprisoned for two years.  In the very last days of the war, Hitler ordered Judge Arthur Forbeck to put Bonhoeffer on trial and to execute him.  Judge Forbeck took a train toward Bonhoeffer’s Flossenburg prison, and when the train stopped some 20 kilometers from the prison, the judge found a bicycle and peddled the rest of the way, so eager was he to carry out the trial and execution of Bonhoeffer in obedience to Hitler’s command.  Bonhoeffer was executed on April 9, 1945, just one month before his prison was liberated by the Allies.

Think about this.  Here were two men:  Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Judge Arthur Forbeck.  They were both Lutherans.  They both worshiped the same God..  They probably even had read many of the same books.  How did they come to such vastly different conclusions about whom to serve?
Each of these men were following a different “savior”.  They each obeyed a different voice.  They each aligned their lives to a different story.  

Perhaps our lives are best characterized as an answer to the question, “Whom do we obey?”

Christians are those who believe that, in obeying Jesus, we find our true freedom, our true destiny, abundant life.  Today, in our Gospel reading, Jesus commands us to love.  And we are to obey.  But don’t forget:  God gives what he commands.
