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“Finding joy in one another"
1 John 5:1-6 & John 15:9-14
When Kawika died of AIDS he was surrounded by members of his extended family – his mother, sisters, cousins, aunties and uncles.  His lifetime companion, Michael, had called the week before his death to ask if I would come to visit with Kawika and his family and to begin preparations for a memorial service.
I responded by asking Michael what time and date would be best for everyone.  Within a day after our talking to one another I drove up their home in Maui Meadows.  

It was difficult for Kawika to stay with us in the conversation as we talked about the memorial service but he was aware that his wishes would be honored.  During our visit I learned that his extended ‘ohana were members of another church but that their request for a memorial service there had been denied in light of Kawika’s relationship with Michael. 

As we talked it became evident how much his mother loved him.  I saw that same love in his sister and in Michael and the others who had crowded around his bed.  When the time came we were able to remember and celebrate Kawika’s life in this sanctuary.  I lost track of Michael in the years that followed but whenever I saw Kawika’s mother or his sister somewhere out in the community there was always an instant recognition and remembrance of our time together.

Mark was a single parent.  When I met Mark years ago, his daughter was still an adolescent attending grade school in Kïhei.  

He was able to support his daughter through his work as a painter in the construction industry.  When he was not working, Mark spent his time surfing and doing artwork as a painter.

I knew Mark enough to know that he loved his daughter and that he was committed to taking care of her.  We were talking one day and as parents are sometimes wont to do, he expressed his concern about his daughter as he contemplated her transition into her teenage years.
“She’s still a kid,” he said and in a remark that surprised me he added.  “I don’t know what I would do if she decided to have a Black boyfriend.”

“Why would that matter?” I asked.

Mark could only answer, “I don’t know.”
I told Mark about something that happened to me one day here at the church.  
I stepped out of the office for a moment after a counseling session with a young couple who were only a few days away from getting married.  She was hä‘ole or white from Montana.  He was paele or black from North Carolina.
I noticed an older woman in the yard taking a photograph of the exterior of the church.  I greeted her and she said, “My granddaughter is getting married here in a few months.  She asked if I would take a photograph of the church for her.”

“That’s wonderful!”  I said.

I pointed to the couple who were on their way out through the gated entrance of the church near the big kiawe tree and said to her, “They’ll be getting married here in a few days.”

“Oh!?” she said in a tone of voice that seemed to be a combination of a statement and a question.  She continued, “Well,” she sighed. “They’ll have problems.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You know!” she added.

I’m not sure what prompted me to respond as I did.  Perhaps I could have bit my tongue.  But I didn’t.

“You mean because he’s black and she’s white.”

 “Well, yes!” she answered sounding relieved that I was astute enough to say what she was not willing to say in polite company.
“Oh,” I responded and then added, “So if they were both black or both white, they wouldn’t have any problems?”

“No, of course not.  You know what I mean.”

“Well, no,” I said.  “I don’t know what you mean.”

At that point, I explained to Mark, it seemed like we had nothing else to say to each other.  Mark listened intently.  
Then I said to him.  “You know I don’t understand why you feel the way you do.  Lani is not my daughter but if she were I would feel differently but I am glad you were able to share your concern.”

When I think about Kawika and Michael, when I think about Mark and Lani, I wonder how it is that we seem to live in a world that is filled with hatred and hostility, fear and anxiety? 

Today is the Sixth Sunday of Easter.  Our reading from The Gospel According to John provided the early disciples with the assurance that he would not leave them orphaned (John 14:18) in such a world.  While on earth Jesus was able to abide in God’s love and so he assured the disciples that they would be able to abide in him even after he had returned to God.

Abiding in his love (John 15:9-10) is how we are to live our lives.   And if we abide in his love then we are to love others as he loved us.  The Greek word that appears in the Bible for love is agapë.  The word does not primarily represent a feeling nor is it a synonym for “like.”  (Preaching Through the Christian Year – B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 265)
The word is used on only two occasions in Mark and Luke but appears more frequently in the writings of John.  I have heard it said that the word conveys God's unconditional love for humankind.  It is a love without any conditions.  It is an unmerited love.  
It is a love that God poured out upon humankind through Jesus Christ.  Through him we see that to love is to be for another and to act for another, even at a cost to oneself. (Op. cit.)  The supreme act of loving is the giving of one’s life for the other.  The primary basis then upon which our love for one another is measured is God’s love for the world and how that love was demonstrated in the full and final obedience of Jesus to death on the cross.
Given the hatred and hostility, fear and anxiety of the world (John 15:18-25), we are given the same word of assurance (John 14:18) that was given to the early disciples.  By living in the world and within the constancy of God’s abiding love we will come to know the joy of which Jesus speaks (John 15:11)
The command to love is puzzling in that we do not necessarily associate love with a command.  For many of us, love lies in the feelings we have for one another.  Yet we know that no one can command feelings.  We do not even command our own. (Op. cit.)
If we were ever to mistake the commandment to love others as a commandment to like others we would be a sorry lot indeed.  But if we obey God’s commandment to love, we will come to know the complete joy of our faith through the love we have for others.
Our love then for Kawika and Michael and for Mark and Lani is not about feeling; rather, it is about our being for each of them, however different we may perceive them to be from ourselves.  Whatever emotions we may have are not absent but they are not central to what it means for us to love them or for us to love one another.
That is good news!
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