Who are the ‘You’ We are to Love?
	‘Love one another as I have loved you.’ Wow! And we thought loving your neighbor as yourself was a hard call! Love one another as Jesus has loved us? THIS is how others will know that we are Christ’s disciples? Jesus says yes. Jesus gives this commandment to the apostles on the very night of his betrayal. This challenging word is also for all of us who claim Christ’s name. Christ’s love for us, and through us, is the most rewarding and defining feature of our faith as it reveals God’s great love for all creation! How are we to comprehend, let alone live out, this extraordinary assignment? We must pay attention to how Jesus Christ loves. 
	Let’s begin with the very fact of the Incarnation. Jesus loves, Philippians tells us, by not grasping the protection and glory which his divinity gave him prior to joining that truly divine nature with a truly human nature. Freely accepting this union of natures, Jesus took on our vulnerability, our fears and sorrows, our joys and hopes. The rejection by the religious authorities hurt him deeply. The failure of so many to understand that he was acting in the name of, and by the will of, God the Father, caused him to weep over the loss those who could not accept this gift would feel. His frustration with the disciples when they were so slow to understand was expressed from time to time. Yet he stuck with them. Jesus sticks with us, even when we are slow to comprehend his call, even when we stubbornly stick to our old ways and habits, even when we fall short of loving as we are loved. This is divine love.
	Jesus also shows us what it means to love God fully by obeying God’s direction, even when it leads to the cross and death. Even before that, Jesus showed us what it means to love and trust God when God leads in strange directions.
	Christ’s love is praising a woman for her faith, not chastising her for touching his clothing when she is seeking healing from a flow of blood that has plagued her for many years, even though the law says such a touch will make Jesus himself unclean. 
	Christ’s love is using a Samaritan as a good example in a parable describing what it means to love your neighbor as yourself, even though Jews generally considered Samaritans as enemies, as heretics in faith, not neighbors or siblings. 
	Christ’s love is speaking to a Samaritan woman at a well – a double no-no in those days! Even discussing theology with her! The Son of God listening to a lowly woman’s questions about theology? Outrageous! Yet this woman became one of Christ’s earliest evangelists! 
	Christ’s love is inviting himself to dinner at the home of Zacchaeus, a tax collector, even though tax collectors were considered thieves and collaborators with the Roman oppressors. Even more shocking was that Jesus called a tax collector, Matthew, to be a part of his trusted inner circle. 
	Christ’s love is shown by receiving a Pharisee, Nicodemus, who came to his home at night so that his fellow Pharisees would not know of his visit, for a theological discussion. Jesus spoke with Nicodemus even though the Pharisees as a group were among his greatest critics, and some would even plot his death. What was Jesus thinking? Jesus was thinking, “Love.”
	Christ’s love is shown by keeping James and John in his trusted inner circle even after they sought to honor themselves by asking to sit at what they assumed would be the most powerful positions – at his right and left – when he came into what they thought would be a cushy kingdom. Jesus tried to warn them, but they insisted they were able. Little did they understand what was going to happen. Jesus did. Yet he loved them.
	Christ’s love is revealed by trusting Peter with a significant leadership role, even after Peter scolded Jesus for warning the disciples that the Son of Man had to suffer, die and only then would rise again after three days. Peter kind of missed that last “rise again after three days” part of the memo, didn’t he? Yet Jesus kept faith with Peter even after Peter denied him three times on the night of Christ’s betrayal – just hours after defiantly pledging to go to the death himself to save Jesus from harm. 
	Peter, ah yes, Peter – isn’t he, and all these others, so like us so much of the time? Even after all this, even after being reassured of Christ’s love following the resurrection, Peter and the other believers still had a lot to learn. They needed to learn more about how to live in this love, how to love one another as they have been loved, and about who to love. So God gives Peter a vision. Peter is then sent to visit with Cornelius, the Roman centurion, and Cornelius’ family. 
	On his return from this visit Peter is greeted by an angry group of believers. ‘What were you thinking, Peter? You know Jews do not go into the homes of Gentiles! You know we don’t eat with them. We are already in enough trouble with the Jewish authorities as it is. Why would you go making more trouble by doing something so outlandish, so contrary to our laws?!’ 
	The Readers Digest version of Peter’s response is: ‘Well, you see guys, you see, it wasn’t really my idea. I was just meditating up on the rooftop when I had this vision from God. A sheet of animals was lowered into my sight. There were a whole bunch of animals – all of them on the forbidden list. I was hungry, but not that hungry that I would do something I had never done, eat something that was taboo. So I said as much. Then God’s voice said, ‘Do not call unclean what I have made clean.’ I figured it was some kind of test. But after this happened three times, I began to wonder if God was telling me that things had changed, the rules had changed. Then God told me someone would be coming to lead me to a person who needed me. And that’s what happened! I went and ended up in Cornelius’ house. I won’t lie to you. I hesitated before entering that house. I know the law. But I remembered the voice of God calling me to go there. The people, the whole household, were eager to hear about Jesus! Just as I began telling them the story of Jesus I already could see the Holy Spirit coming upon them! It was amazing! How could I deny baptism to ones on whom God sent the Holy Spirit?’
	And when the people heard what Peter had experienced, they changed their attitude. They began praising God for the awesome power of God’s grace that reached out in such an extraordinary way! 
Such is Christ’s love! Such is God’s love revealed in Jesus Christ. Such is the love which God calls us in Christ to share with one another and the world. 
To love as we have been, and are, loved means we must first accept that this love of God is given to us as we are – fallible, broken, unworthy. We have to reach this humble point before we can fully love others as God has loved us in Jesus Christ. Because loving as God loves in Jesus Christ is really hard to do. It is so much easier to judge. We cannot love in this way on our own. 
We want to believe that we can earn God’s love. Our self-esteem demands this of us. Our reality is that we cannot earn God’s love and grace, we just can’t. 
The second reality is that we do NOT have to earn God’s love. God’s grace is freely given. While we were, and are, yet sinners Jesus Christ came in person, lived and taught, died and was buried, and was raised from the dead so that we, and all creation, might have the opportunity for new life! 
Which brings us to a third reality. To fully experience this grace, we must live into, must live out, that grace in our relationships with others. The love God gives us as grace is meant to be creative and renewing in life – for ourselves and for others and for all creation. 
The love of God revealed in Jesus Christ is meant to be shared. God’s Holy Spirit cannot be bottled and dosed out just to those whom we think are worthy. God’s Holy Spirit flies where it will, lands on whom God chooses, whether they are people we think should receive the Holy Spirit or not. The Holy Spirit fills a wide variety of people: even those whom God’s people may have previously declared unclean; even those whose interpretation of Scripture may differ from our own; even those with whom we theologically disagree. None of us alone can fully express or fully comprehend the glorious and wondrous mystery which is almighty God. Yet from all these various vessels, we gain greater insight into God’s glory, wisdom, righteousness, justice and especially loving grace. 
We understand that evil and sinfulness still exist in this world. Jesus Christ’s love does include challenging evil and sin. However, before we point fingers and let our judgmental attitudes cast out those who might come to Jesus Christ, we need to look to see if those whom we are judging are exhibiting the gifts of the Holy Spirit. As we are reminded in Paul’s letter to the Colossians: 
“Therefore, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.”
Compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, and most especially love. These are the lenses through which we are to look at one another in the name and spirit of Jesus Christ for this is how Jesus Christ has looked at and loved us. 
Loving as God has loved us in Jesus Christ is challenging and often uncomfortable. So is living in a world where harsh judgments and rejection are so prevalent. Ask Jesus, he knows this oh so well. Ask Jesus if it is all worth it, and his answer, revealed in his resurrection, will be, ‘Indeed it was and is. What joy we have, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, rejoicing when even one sinner turns to us for the love and redemption we freely offer! What sorrow we feel when even one person is rejected and cast out as unworthy in the misconception that this is our will. What celebration we have when even one person shares our love with another!’ 
Listen, can you hear Christ calling? At first it may seem like a whisper from far away… ‘I love you. Love one another, as I have loved you.’ Then it gets louder, and louder, until you hear it as the beat of your heart… ‘you are loved, you are loved, you are loved. Now, love one another as you are loved! This is how you will show you are my disciples.’ Amen.
	
