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“Love Rules”

John 13:31-35

May 9, 2004 ~ Mother’s Day


Love rules! Say that like you know Who rules because we know God is love! Love rules! Love rules. When you say it like that you expect “rules” to be followed by some pointers for loving. Both ways of saying this phrase fit today’s Gospel reading. Jesus, the perfect reflection of God’s love, gives his disciples a new “rule” for loving.


The core of what Jesus told his disciples about love is that love is only love when love has feet on it. We can say we love till rush hour traffic is over but real love always has actions attached to the words.


Story goes that on the Saturday before Mother’s Day a husband asked his wife what she would like for Mother’s Day. Her reply surprise him, but set him in motion, “I would like to be six again”.


On Sunday morning she stumbled into the kitchen to find a nice big bowl of Lucky Charms with bananas at her breakfast table. After church her husband surprised her by taking her to Six Flags. They stood in every line and rode every ride, some of them twice. He bought her a pronto pup, some cotton candy, some Junior Mints, half a dozen Cokes, and a bright red balloon. When they finally stumbled out of Six Flags her husband took her to McDonalds where he bought her a Happy Meal with a chocolate shake. Home again, home again! Sitting there in their driveway her husband turned to his wife and asked, “Well, how did it feel to be six again?” Mom replied, “you idiot, I meant my dress size.”


The moral of the story? Even when a man is listening, he is gonna get it wrong!


My family was a very typical post-WW-II family, a dad and mom and two kids. Most of my childhood mom was at home. Only after we got in our late teens did she begin working outside the home. And so on any given day you would find our family sitting down for dinner around 5:30pm.


We had a little eat-in kitchen with a table just big enough for four squeezed against the wall into a little eating nook. My brother and I slipped in first, him on one side of the table, me on the other to keep fighting to a minimum. Then our parents took their seats effectively pinning us in until they were satisfied we had eaten enough. As I look back on it I realize it was a good arrangement, it gave my parents complete control over us and made it impossible for us to pop up. (Both of my girls and now my grandchildren have a tendency to eat half their meals standing up. Too much energy to waste it sitting at the dinner table.)


It was at that little dinner ritual that I learned my first lessons in deceit and grace. Deceit because I became adept at hiding peas and carrots under my plate or in other places when mom wasn’t looking. I could slip a whole helping of food into my pocket and never get caught. Grace because eventually mom would let me out if I “drank all my milk”.


Brings back lots of memories. I wish I could remember more. But then again I guess I’m glad that there are things that I can only vaguely remember. Hurtful things, bitter memories.


Truth is, families are messy things! There are no Mayberry families or Cleaver families as in the old sit-coms. No parent is as omniscient as Andy. And no mom ever cooks in her high heals.


Real families are messy! Real families are not perfect, sometimes pretty sloppy and messy. Sometimes loud and obnoxious. Sometimes tough and sometimes tender. But in every family regardless of the size or shape, love rules. Family love stands up for us when we fall down, stands by us when the going gets rough, stands firm in the worst of life’s storms, stands out as something special, no matter what.

That’s one reason divorce does such terrible damage to a family. An absent parent literally rips a part of that love away leaving the family forever crippled. New love may come along, but the old wound of love torn away will still be there. Nothing can change that. We may not always like each other but we are still family and to be torn from each other for any reason causes deep wounds. Love is what makes and keeps a family a family.

But families can be more than blood related groups. Sometimes people are drawn together for other reasons. Great causes and great tragedies create tight knit pseudo-families. The church is often thought of as an “extended family” of people called together by God. Like any other family, the church can be a wonderful family to be a part of and pretty messy too. Remember, no human family whatever the makeup, is ever perfect. It’s always been that way, always will be until God comes back to remake this world into the garden it was created to be.

In our Gospel reading for today Jesus is about to leave his little family of brothers. He knows how painful his leaving is going to be for them. And he knows how imperfect they are. They could be pretty unruly and for the most part they are unrelated. It was a fragile family at best. He was the glue that held them together and he was about to leave them. Jesus wanted to be sure that when he was no longer there to hold them together that they would still, and even more so, be family to each other. And so he gave them a rule, a guide, a measure of what it meant to be in God’s family.

Sometimes Jesus thinking could be so complex that his words were confusing, intellectually challenging. Or it may be that the translation of those words makes them difficult for us. Verses 31 and 32 can be like that. (read them) It is easy to just read through verses like that and move on to something easier to understand.  But those verses probably make more sense to us than they did to the disciples. We have hind-sight, they didn’t. Jesus was talking about his crucifixion and resurrection and glorification in the presence of his Father. All they probably understood was his revelation that “Where I am going, you cannot come.” (v.33b) At least it was the one verse they responded to.

But when Jesus wanted to be absolutely certain we get something his words would get so clear and plain that nobody could miss it. Or he would tell us the same thing in three or more ways, like in the parables of the Lost Coin, Lost Sheep, and Lost Son that each tell us of God’s huge love for all of us and his immense joy when we come home to him.

Now Jesus wants to be certain that this little rag-tag group of guys has the key to living together as a Spirit inspired family, a family that has God’s glue welding them together. The key that he gave them was good then and it is just as good today. Do this, apply this deceptively simple rule to any relationship, and that relationship will last forever. The key is to love each other. That’s all it takes. Just love each other like Jesus loved and like Jesus loves you. Deceptively simple, but immensely difficult. Difficult because Jesus’ kind of love is always sacrificial in nature, and our natural tendency is to selfishness.

This chapter of John opens with the story of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples. They are in the upper room and about to share the last meal together. Jesus is going to tell them that they must learn to love each other just as much as he loves them. But first he demonstrates that love by taking on himself the most demeaning job of the lowest servant in a wealth household, the foot washer. And don’t miss it, Jesus doesn’t only wash the feet of his closest friends, Jesus also washes the feet of the very person who is going to send him to the cross.

Sacrificial love is the kind of love that loves even the person who isn’t very loveable. Sacrificial love recognizes the faults that protrude like thorns on a rose, and loves anyhow. Sacrificial love forgives hurtful words and selfish actions. Sacrificial love never gives up on us! Never stops loving. Sacrificial love is the only love that helps us to see Jesus once more. See Jesus in action in the lives of others.

My mother died about a year before we came here to be with you. She died from complications resulting from years of over use of alcohol, and a broken heart. The drinking was her way of escaping her problems. Many of those problems directly related to my dad and my brother. She had stopped drinking years before she died but the damage was already done.

Alzheimer’s disease had taken away her lifetime love, my dad. He was alive and apparently healthy, but the shadowy disease had corrupted his thinking and his trust of the love of his life. He forced a separation, they sold their home, divided their property, and moved into separate apartments. As I look back on it I can see that it was then that she started to die.

But she never stopped loving him! Even when he accused her of unfaithfulness she kept loving him. Even when he moved in with a longtime mutual friend, she kept loving him.

Not long before she died mom made me promise to take care of my dad, and to take care of my brother. I did the best I could with dad and am still helping my brother. I promised!

Jesus command to “love one another, just as I have love you” is the way all his disciples, including each of us, can experience the Lord’s love even in his absence. When we make an effort to love each other like Jesus loves us he comes and adds his blessing to our struggle. And it will be a struggle because this kind of love does not come naturally, except maybe in a mother’s love.

Do you know of any better mirror of Jesus love than a mother’s love when that love is strong and healthy? A love that sacrifices. A love that continually lays down, a love that is steadfast and forgiving. I don’t.

