Commandment to Love, Easter 6-b, John 15:9-17, 5/10/15

In last week’s gospel lesson Jesus used the image of vine and branches to talk about the ideal relationship between himself and his disciples.  If we, his disciples, want to be fruitful and find fulfillment in our lives Jesus says we need to stay connected to him.  But how exactly do we do that.  It’s fine to say the branches need to abide in the vine, but what does that look like when the alarm clock goes off and we are launched into our daily routine?

Today’s lesson continues last week’s reading from John and gives us an answer of sorts.  Jesus says, “Because the father has loved me, I have loved you; abide in my love.”  Then he continues, “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love.”

“Keep my commandments.”  As I said that I suspect your spine stiffened just a little bit and maybe you leaned back in your seat a tad, the way you do when you want to create a little space between yourself and a pushy salesman.  Love is fine.  We like love.  It conjures up images of safety and security, of parents’ laps and a warm house on a stormy night.  But commandments are something else.  We embrace commandments we way we embrace a cactus—carefully and reluctantly.  I suspect that’s true for two main reasons.
One is cultural.  Our society values freedom above just about everything else.  It’s not really a political divide.  Conservatives distrust the EPA and liberals get their hackles up if there is even the hint of censorship at the school library.  No, most of us just don’t like being told what we have to do.  “Commandment” smacks of coercion and we want to retain the right to do pretty much whatever we deem appropriate.

But when it comes to religion, there is an extra layer of distrust for many folks.  Many who are, in the words of one wag, members of the “church alumni association” are AWOL precisely because their early religious years were tainted by negativity and joylessness.  For them religion was nothing more than a list of burdensome rules, a litany of dreary dos and don’ts.  When they hear “commandment” they think petty moralism and judgmental attitudes—things they want to avoid, thank you very much!
Yet there it is, this very clear assertion that abiding in Jesus involves keeping his commandments. We find this emphasis on keeping commandments disconcerting because we often have a rather soggy, sentimental idea of love as something which expects little and demands less.  But here Jesus suggests that love is less a feeling than a series of choices.  I can say I love my dog, but you know I love him when I feed him, groom him, and walk him in the rain when I’d much rather hunker down next to the fireplace.  Love is first a verb not a noun, an action not a thing.
“Love” is prominent in John’s gospel, but it is never a sentimental.  Love always has a certain steely realism.  John understands that love only exists in actions, in doing what is not always easy to do.  To love God is to show it in keeping God’s commands.
In addition to being clear about what it means to love, perhaps we need to also rethink our attitude toward commandments.  I used to have a cartoon on my door which showed Moses coming down from Mt. Sinai.  The caption read, “Guys, the good news is that I have got him down to 10.  The bad news is that adultery still counts.”  That’s how we usually think of commandments isn’t it—as limitations on what we might like to do if left totally free.  And most of us hate limits.
But in fact, limits are important.  Without the string’s limit a kite won’t fly and gets blown across the ground.  Stop signs limit my ability to drive down the road as I choose, but without them traffic is dangerous and chaotic.

We sometimes complain about the limits which government places upon us.  But philosophers Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, who deeply influenced the founding fathers, noted that a world without the limits of government is not utopia but a jungle.  As Hobbes put it, absent those limits we live in a perpetual state of war of all against all and a person’s life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.”  Martin Luther echoed that sentiment, calling government one of God’s greatest gifts to a fallen humanity.  And to add one more example, the Hebrew Scriptures regard the Torah, the Law, as the greatest of God’s gifts because it tells us how we are to live with one another and in harmony with God.
The point is that commandments which compel some things and limit others are not necessarily punitive, pointless killjoys; they are often given for the purpose of our happiness.  That’s what Jesus means when he says, “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy be complete—or full.”  It’s as though Jesus is saying, “I don’t want you thrashing around trying to find direction for life; trust me, do these things and you will find what you are looking for.”
Today Mothers are on many of our minds.  If you were blessed to have the sort of Mother I had you will remember there were times when she issued some pretty clear commands.  At the time I thought her edicts were incredibly arbitrary.  In retrospect I realize she saw much more clearly than I the dangers of that old rotting tree house in the woods or the copperheads and rattlers in the lush blackberry thickets by the creek.  She expected me to heed her commands, but it was all to ensure my health and wellbeing.  
The key to understanding today’s text is to see a subtle transformation which takes place.  Jesus begins by saying “keep my commandments”—plural.  But then he says, “This is my commandment—[singular]—that you love one another.”  Jesus implicitly says here what he says explicitly in the synoptic gospels, that all the commandments can be reduced to one, “Love God and neighbor.”  

So to all those people who chafe at the thought of legalistic religion, Jesus has a liberating word:  It is not about rule keeping, it’s not about sour moralism—it’s about loving as God has first loved you.  That is what God is commanding you to do.  What God calls us to is not scorekeeping of all our faults but to cultivating, in the words of one commentator, “a disciplined habit of care and concern.”  As we cultivate that habit of care and concern we discover that we drawing nearer to Jesus and letting go of the fear and anger which so often consumes us.
Even as I say this I realize it is sometimes hard to get a handle on what love looks like.  So let me leave you with words from Thomas Merton, the great 20th century monk and mystic.  Merton writes, “The beginning of love is the will to let those we love be perfectly themselves, the resolution not to twist them to fit our own image.”

What does love look like?  What does it mean to keep God’s commandments?  We never do it perfectly, but the beginning is see every single person we encounter—from our best friend, to our beloved spouse, to that jerk in the office, to those we are tempted to call our enemy—to see every one of them as special and beloved by God.  To love is to see each person as God sees them.  When we do that we discover it is a lot easier to keep our Lord’s great commandment: “…love one another as I have loved you”—and we open ourselves to receiving from God the peace, purpose, power for which we long.
