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Acts 11:1-18; Psalm 148; Revelation 21:1-6; John 13:31-35

In today’s gospel passage from John, Jesus begins explaining God’s glory and ends with the last instruction and command he will give his disciples before he leaves them—to love one another as he has loved them.  Apparently there is a connection between Glory and Love?

The word glory comes from the Greek word doxa, translating the Hebrew word kabod.  It suggests fame, or “what renown is based on,” or what gives weight.  This is a “glory” passage if ever there was one.  Here Jesus is saying exactly what glory is, or what the revelation of “the essence of” God is:  It is God being glorified in Jesus through the Paschal Event.
In other words, Jesus is the sacrament of God.  He is the “outward and visible sign” (the definition of sacrament) of God’s essence; and that essence will be revealed in its weightiest form on the Cross.  It will be made manifest—contrary to all human categories of legitimacy and fame and weightiness—as suffering, sacrificial love.

The scandal of Jesus’ “revealing the essence of God” seems to be lost on us in this day and age.  We forget how this “glory” appeared to the unconverted people in Jesus’ day.  To them it was complete scandal and disgrace.  The Cross and Jesus’ death invalidated any claim Jesus could make to being the Messiah, because the Messiah was the one who supposedly was uniquely endowed with Divine blessing.  As we read in Isaiah 11:2, “the Spirit of the Lord shall rest on him.”

The Cross, rather than revealing the essence of blessedness, seemed to express just the opposite.  Deuteronomy 21:23:  “Anyone hung on a tree is under God’s curse.”  A crucified Messiah was worse than a contradiction in terms—it was unthinkable blasphemy.  It was out of the question—“a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” (1 Corinthians 1:23).  Even if Jesus was unjustly accused and his punishment underserved, the scandal still remained.

Paradoxically, what was not understood is that it is the scandal of God’s ultimate “glory”—the revealed essence of unrelenting, sacrificial love made manifest in Christ crucified.  And that is the heart of the gospel message.  God’s love made manifest in the sacrificial death of the Son, and the Son showing his love in laying down his life.  God’s ultimate Glory revealed.  But then Jesus takes the love revealed in glory and takes it one step further:  “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another,” Jesus tells his disciples.

So what is this love Jesus talks about, the kind of love that reveals the Glory of God.  Well, first of all, I think we need to look at what love is not, because secular expressions of love constantly bombard us in the world around us, especially in movies, books and television, which seems to be the world view of reality.
Love is not simply a warm fuzzy feeling.
Love is not how much we do for others so that they will give back to us in return.

Love is not insisting on having our own way, especially when our way hurts or disregards another.
Love is not overdoing on someone else’s behalf, so that you are seen as wonderful.

Love is not holding grudges or making another pay for a past grievance.

Love is not ignoring a need that we can meet.
Love is not doing what is easy and blowing off what may require effort on our behalf.

Love is not showing care only to those we deem lovable.

If these are love, it is no wonder we have war—in our hearts, our families, churches, communities, and in the world.

Jesus’ commandment to love is new to his hearers, because it is not based on the demands of Jewish tradition, but on the self-offering love of Jesus himself.  He’s trying to make the disciples understand that more is required than simply tolerating the rights and needs of others.  The way Jesus loved was to lay down his life.  “See, I am making all things new,” as John recorded in Revelation 21.
This sacrificial love that was to build up the Christian community is a reflection of the mutual love between Jesus and the Father (John 15:12-15).  To carry out this love command will insure that Jesus’ spirit will continue to be lived out through his followers.  “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  This love is a gift that comes from the Father through the Son to those who believe in him.  As long as this Christian love is in the world, Christ’s presence will be manifested as well.  

The message for us:  “But, the world won’t know you are my disciples simply because you build the most beautiful church building in town, or because you produce the best music and liturgy in the diocese, or because your coffee hour takes the cake.  They won’t know you are my disciples simply because you can quote scripture, or memorize the Catechism, or subscribe to scrupulous orthodoxy, or put an offering in the plate, important as these aspects of discipleship are.

“The way the world will know that you are my disciples, and that my love is within you, is if you have love for one another, just as I have loved you and lay down my life for you.  Do this and you perpetuate the miracle.”
Notice that there are no qualifications to this love.  Yet, it is most difficult for us to accomplish.
Loving as Jesus loves and teaches us to love is a self-sacrificing act of the will, not something we do because we happen to like the other or because we feel the other deserves our love, or because it feels good to us.  The Cross, I can assure you, did not feel good to Jesus, and allowing and watching Jesus die on the Cross did not feel good to God.  And sometimes reaching out to or responding to another in love might not always feel good at the moment you are asked to show love.  
I remember an incident at my last parish.  A certain man in the church—let’s call him Joe—drove everyone crazy, even though the dear man meant well and had a good heart.  And you know what happened—he attended every event and volunteered for all kinds of jobs in the church.  He would pin you at coffee hour and you couldn’t break loose. Joe was very ADD.  Whenever Joe was involved in a venture, something fell through the cracks or went wrong.  
One day a vestry member was complaining about Joe, with whom she had to work on a given project.  I was trying to defend Joe, because I felt sorry for him.  He wasn’t trying to be a nuisance.  Joe would never intentionally hurt a fly.  He simply had more limitations than others.  

Finally the vestry member blurted out, “How can you stand Joe?  How can you get along with him?  I just can’t abide him.”

Well, I had had to come to terms with Joe myself, and God had convicted me of my need to have more love for Joe.  So, I told the vestry member that I loved Joe.  I’ll never forget the look on her face—sort of stunned and at once ashamed.  
I said, “Jesus doesn’t tell us that we are going to like everyone, and he doesn’t suggest that we have to like everyone, but he does command us to love them.”  Therein lay the difference.  You see, our love is MOST like Jesus’ love when we suck it up and sacrifice our opinions or reactions to the perceived unlovely or unseemly.
Our love is most like Jesus’ love when we treat the unlovely with the same kind of compassion with which Jesus treated the thief that hung on the cross next to him.  Or more poignantly, the same kind of compassion and mercy with which Jesus treats you and me.
Our love is MOST like Jesus’ love when we are patient, listening, caring, and entreating with the person who continually forgets and messes things up or gets in our way.  Our love is MOST like Jesus’ love when we are willing to engage with those who think differently from us on a subject, and not blow them off with elitist disregard.  And this applies not only at the one on one level, but to whole people groups, churches, and communities as well.  Anything less is merely polite acquiescence or worse, condescension, and an attempt to guard and feed one’s own pride and ego needs.  The result then is always some kind of war, be it personal, communal or global.
Christ-like love, given with a pure heart and intention, according to Jesus’ command, doesn’t look for reward, or praise, or appreciation, or a star on your chart in heaven.  To the degree that we love those we regard as lower, or poorer, or stupid, or uninformed, or incapable, or unacceptable—anyone we consider unlovable for whatever reason—is the degree to which we prove our love for Christ.  As we do it to the least of these who are his brothers and sisters, we do it to him.
When Jesus gave his disciples a new commandment, it was not a suggestion or a recommendation.  Nor was it religious advice—something that would be good for them if they got around to doing it.  His directive to “love one another as I have loved you” was Jesus’ farewell command.  It was the climax to his teaching among them, before he would illustrate with his own life what it meant.

Love is what Christians do, and it is as sacramental as the Eucharist we have just received.  It is the way we show Jesus to a broken world, and it is the way we give God the Glory.
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