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“Together as Friends”
1 John 5:1-6 & John 15:9-17
What would we say to those around us if we were to know the hour or day of our death?  Would we be concerned about our own comfort?  Would we be anxious that there is still so much left to see and to do?  Would we be afraid for ourselves and wonder about what is to become of us?  Would we be fearful of any pain that may come our way?  

Who among us has not heard it said by others when a family member or friend has died that one of life’s great lessons in the face of death is to remember how important it is to tell others you love them?  We are reminded, time and time again when death comes our way, about how fragile our existence is here on earth.  We could be here one moment and then gone the next.
However we may answer these questions for ourselves, we know that it is out of our own life’s experiences that we can appreciate more fully what Jesus sought to teach the early disciples as he spoke about his own death (John 12:27-36).  When Jesus entered Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover for the final time, he was aware of his impending death.  

Six days before the Passover he began his own preparation by allowing Mary to anoint him with perfume (John 12:1-8).   And just before the Passover began he washed the feet of the disciples teaching them to wash each other’s feet after he was gone.
While we would like to marvel at his strength in the face of death, it is Jesus who confesses, “Now my soul is troubled.”  (John 12:27)  At that moment we see in him a part of ourselves.

But we also see the ways in which our lives are bound up in his life.  Our reading from The Gospel According to John draws on two earlier references that Jesus uses in his description of the disciples as servants and the use of the metaphor of the vine.  He calls on the disciples to “abide in my love.”  (John 15:9)
Another translation of the Greek word for “abide” is “remain.”  So we also may say that Jesus calls on the disciples to “remain in my love.”  If Jesus is the central vine, then the disciples are the branches that are connected to that vine.  By following the commandments that Jesus gives they “remain” grounded in his love.  
In the time that remains in his life Jesus begins to remind the disciples of what he has taught them.  He reminds them that their relationship is bound together in God’s presence and that within God’s love they will remain bound together.

As he speaks of his aloha for them – his love and farewell – it is not clear how many disciples were present or who they were.  Peter and Philip are mentioned in previous passages but no one else and in that way the call to love is to all who follow Jesus.  

The good news then is to every generation.  Jesus’ words are not only to Peter, Philip, and the other early disciples, but to all of us.  We are to love one another.

Such love is not be mistaken as a “mere feeling of euphoria.”  It is not about feeling good as much as it is about having “a disciplined habit of care and concern that can be perfected only over a lifetime.”  (Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 2, Bartlett & Taylor, General Editors, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, 2008, page 498).  It is a love so deeply woven into our lives that we might even find ourselves called to die for it.
Jesus said, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”  (John 15: 12)  He speaks of his relationship with the disciples then not as one of “servants and master” (John 13:16) but as one of “friends.”  Or a more literal translation of the Greek word is “loved ones.”

In our reading this morning the word for love is always translated as agapë.  It is a love that is primarily interested in the good of the other person, rather than one’s own.  It does not attempt to possess or dominate the other.  (Op. cit., page 498) There are no limits.  No conditions.  

This is the love with which God loved Jesus and Jesus loved God.  This is the love with which Jesus declares, “You are my friends” or more deeply, “You are my loved ones.”  This is the love with which we are to love God, to love him and to love others.

We may think of others as friends because they are useful to us.  They allow us to make business connections or to get into a particular social group.  We may think of others as friends because we enjoy their company.

But when Jesus says, “You are my friends if you do what I command you,” he is not simply offering a useful or pleasurable friendship to those who have done his bidding.  He is describing a relationship of greater depth.  (Op. cit., page 500)  Such love will grow when we become friends with those whose lives we seek to emulate.  

Over the years many of you have heard me say that if there is one person whose life I would say embodies this love; if there is one person whom I would like to be like it is Auntie Caroline DeLima.  Auntie Caroline celebrated her 92nd birthday on April 24th.  

Before Auntie Caroline was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, she spent all her life being a faithful follower of Jesus Christ through her commitment to the ministry of this church.  In all the years that I knew Auntie Caroline when she was well she never said an unkind word of anyone.

She was never one to complain about others.  She was never critical of others.  I have sometimes wondered if I may have been disappointed her by what I may have said or done.  But she was never prone to making judgments about me or anyone else.

How is it that she was so full of this aloha?  It may be that some may say, “Oh, she was not always that way.”   But if Auntie or anyone of us is able to love in the way that God in Jesus Christ loves us, we know that it will require the commitment of a lifetime.  We are called into a relationship with Jesus Christ to take on God’s love for others as our own – that is to love one another as God loves us.

On this day we come to this place in our love for God.  But we also go from this place in our love for one another.  We come ready to obey God’s commandments; we go filled with faith in our hearts.  We have come as willing servants, we go as friends of the one who gave his life that we may have life.
Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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