Holy Thursday
April 1, 2010
Text:  John 13:1-17,31b-35 
Sanctify us in Your Truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.

______________________

As I have loved you, so you are to love one another.  Love is the theme of our gospel story tonight, the story in John’s Gospel of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples.  Love:  not in the sense of reaching out with love, but rather reaching in with love.  Not how does the church love others outside the fold.  But how does the church love one another within the fold.  

The night is dark and 13 shadowy figures make their way down pitch-black Jerusalem streets to a place where a meal is being prepared for them.  It is not only dark outside; the 13 people also feel a creeping darkness inside.  For the past several days, the air has been thick with rumors that Jesus, their leader, will soon be arrested and tried, perhaps even executed.  Maybe this would even be their last meal together.

Around the supper table Jesus speaks to his disciples, and his words have the flavor of a farewell speech:  he’s saying good-by.  Like a father gathering his family around his deathbed, Jesus is telling his disciples what is important to him.  And what does he say?   I give you a new commandment:  love one another; as I have loved you, so you are to love one another.

Oh, Jesus had talked to them before about loving their neighbor, but this was different.  He had told them many stories about lovingly meeting other people’s needs, but this was different.  Now Jesus is talking about love within the community of the faithful.  He’s telling them – and us – love one another.

What is it that Lucy says in the Peanuts cartoon strip?  I love humankind; it’s people I can’t stand.  Tonight you and I are not talking about loving humankind, the people we can’t see.  Tonight we are talking about loving people, the people we see.

Tonight we are not talking about lovingly providing relief to the people of Haiti or Chile.  Oh, that is important – we’ve talked about that before --- and not just talked about it; we sent $5,000 worth of love!  But that’s not the Word of God to us tonight.  
Tonight we are not talking about reaching into our pockets to feed the hungry or to support the ministry of New Beginnings Church in the Denver Women’s Correctional Facility.  And of course those things are important.  But that’s not the Word of God to us tonight.

Tonight the Word is:  Love one another.  There’s a reason why we have set up the chairs in this particular way:  so that we could see each other.  So just look around you tonight.  In our Gospel story tonight, when Jesus says, Love one another, these are the people he’s talking about:  all the folks you see around you right now.  Jesus is talking about love within the community of faith.

How would you say we’re doing at obeying this commandment of Jesus?  How are we doing at loving one another?  Well, Jesus, if we only had 11 others to love, like the disciples did, it would be a heck of a lot easier!

Or maybe we think back to when there were only a couple hundred of us here at Lord of the Hills Church.  Back then it was a little easier to get a handle on it all.  Or if only the folks at Lord of the Hills Church were not so diverse, maybe then it would be a little easier to love one another.

But think about that:  do you realize how diverse Jesus’ disciples were?  Jesus didn’t do his discipleship recruiting in just one neighborhood.  No, he went downtown and he asked a tax collector to follow him; he went out into the country by the shores of a lake and found some laborers, some fishermen, and he asked them to follow.  He went up into the hills, where he found a zealot, a revolutionary, and he asked him to join the group.

Did you ever wonder how the revolutionary and the tax collector got along?  That’s like asking Barack Obama and Rush Limbaugh to be roommates!  When Jesus said, Love one another, he was talking about people as diverse as that.

So how do you love all these people in this room, people who are so different from you?  Jesus gives us a clue:  Love one another…..as I have loved you.  How did Jesus love them?  He simply accepted them in their diversity!

I am thinking that you and I right now are in the middle of a test on that question.  Last August, at our Evangelical Lutheran Church in America Assembly, the decision was made to allow for the ordination of practicing homosexuals and the blessing of same-sex marriages.  Some of us in this congregation support that decision; others of us do not.  But together we have decided to remain in the ELCA; we have decided to remain yoked together with each other in this congregation.  Can we follow our Lord’s example and simply love one another as Jesus has loved us?  

One important aspect of Jesus’ love for his disciples was his forgiveness of them.  In those three years that the 13 of them spent together, the disciples never really understood Jesus.  They were blind and insensitive, slow to learn, consumed by their ambition, lacking in understanding.  
But Jesus held nothing against them; there was no failure which he could not forgive.  He never once said, “I’m giving up on you lunkheads, and I’m going to find a new group of disciples!”  No.  He was committed to them, warts and all.

With all of us living together in community here, it is bound to happen that we will not always understand each other.  It has happened in the past – and will no doubt happen again – that we will hurt each other.  But we, too, are called to love one another by forgiving each other.

This Lord of the Hills Church community is like those 12 disciples in so many different ways.  For example, do you realize also how diverse those disciples were in terms of their faith response?  

At one point Peter boldly confesses that Jesus is the Christ.  Then, in another scene, the disciples cower in fear when their boat is out in a storm.

At the very meal where Jesus calls them to love one another, at this very meal, they put on their macho bravado and swear that they will never forsake Jesus.  And yet they all do.  And still Jesus loves them.

One of them, Judas, will leave the meal to go out and do his dirty deed of betrayal.  Even him, Jesus loves.  Even Judas, who walks out into the night….with clean feet…washed by Jesus himself, with love.

All of us here in this room are no less diverse in our faith response than those disciples were.  Each of us, too, is at a different point in our pilgrimage of faith.  But wherever we are in that faith journey – even if we have taken only a few steps – still Jesus loves us and accepts us right where we are.  And that’s how we are to love each other, regardless of where we are on that faith journey.

Love one another as I have loved you.  It seems so overwhelming!  We are supposed to love the way Jesus loved?  Jesus who gave his life for us?  How can we ever love like that?  The command to love seems so impossible.

But then, when I hear those words – Love one another, as I have loved you – it finally dawns upon me!  Jesus has transformed the command into a gift!  As I have loved you!  There is the good news!  Jesus has already loved me like that!  He has knelt down and washed my feet.  He has laid down his life and has gone to the cross for me…and for you.

Love one another, as I have loved you.  It’s the new commandment which can be obeyed because it is also a gift.  Remember when your favorite uncle dropped by and he gave you a couple of dollars and he told you to go out and buy an ice cream cone for yourself and your sister?  The money he laid in your hand was a gift – you didn’t earn it.  But along with the gift came the command:  share it with your sister.  But the gift enabled the command to be carried out!  The love of Jesus Christ enables us to love one another!
The person whose face you looked into a few minutes ago is different from you – no question about it.  Different politics, perhaps, different income, different way of raising children, different way of expressing faith.  But these are the people Jesus commands us to love.  It’s the impossible possibility.  

But – wonder of wonders! – Jesus gives what he commands.  He loves us so that we may love one another.
