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1 John 3:16-24

We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us--and we ought to lay down our lives for one another.  How does God's love abide in anyone who has the world's goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?  Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action.  And by this we will know that we are from the truth and will reassure our hearts before him whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.  Beloved, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have boldness before God; and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey his commandments and do what pleases him. And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us.  All who obey his commandments abide in him, and he abides in them. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us.

John 10:11-18

"I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away--and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father."  The Gospel of our Lord.

One of the greatest joys I have as one of your pastors here at Augustana is the opportunity to participate in the growing relationship we have with the Lutheran Church in Guatemala.  I have deeply appreciated the chance to visit our companion congregation in La Esmeralda and to develop a relationship with the Castillo family and with the other leaders of the church there.  Last summer, I was blessed to be able to lead, along with Janet Metcalfe, a youth delegation that visited there, and, as you have now heard some of their reflections, you know what a blessing it was to travel with such an amazing group of young leaders here at Augustana.

But as I prepared for the trip last year, I began to wonder if my second trip down there would be any different from my first trip, two years earlier.  Certainly, leading a youth delegation would make things different, but would it have any impact on my relationships with the residents of La Esmeralda?  I was pleased, of course, that they still remembered me, but I must say that I was surprised by how different things felt.  My first time down, I was mostly listening, observing, and trying to learn about their lives in a passive way. I knew that they all had stories to tell, stories of fleeing the persecution and violence of the civil war of the 80’s and 90’s, stories of their lives in the refugee camps, stories of trying to build up their community literally from scratch, but I waited for them to offer their stories.  I knew that many of their stories were painful to recall, and I felt the need to respect their privacy, especially since the few times I did ask, the responses were pretty vague and general.


On this second trip, however, the people of La Esmeralda were much more willing to open up to me and even volunteer to share their stories, and we were all sad that my time in the village was so short, and that their work in those days prevented us from spending much time together.  I could have easily spent several weeks or even months with them, listening to their pain and their struggle, their hopes for the future, and how their faith has sustained them in their journey.  I doubt I will ever be in a position to spend all the time I would like to with them, but it became clear to me how important it is for us to continue building a relationship with one congregation in one village.

I know that there are congregations here in the US who have active mission programs, but who travel to a different destination each year, seeking to provide their members with a broad range of experiences.  I am grateful that we at Augustana have chosen a different approach, seeking to have a great impact in a few places, rather than having a small impact in many.  We are blessed by these relationships in ways that are hard to measure, and as the relationships deepen with repeated visits, so too does our faith deepen and our love deepen, simply because we have made the effort to be present with them, in body, and in spirit.


I find this approach to global partnership ministry echoed in the words of the First letter of John, which we read this morning:  “We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us--and we ought to lay down our lives for one another.  How does God's love abide in anyone who has the world's goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?  Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action.”  We are called to demonstrate our love for our neighbor in three very concrete ways:  by laying down our lives, by using our wealth to help those in need, and by moving beyond words to specific actions.  Each of these helps to form the core of our global partnerships here at Augustana.

While the first one, laying down our life, may sound a bit extreme, there is a powerful way in which this is fulfilled each time we visit our sisters and brothers in Guatemala or Tanzania.  For, while we may not be asked to lose our life for them, we are asked to set it aside for a time.  We set aside our comfort, we set aside our need to be in constant cell phone and email contact with the world, we set aside our need to be in charge and in control.  We lay down our life so that we can pick up their life for a time, and walk in their shoes and see the world through their eyes.  And it’s been my experience that, when we return to our lives, we are able to experience them in a new and more meaningful way.  


We are also called to use our wealth to help those in need. This may be a bit more practical, especially on the day when we are receiving our annual global mission offering, but even here, we need to lift up how this offering is a demonstration of our love.  We do not share our wealth out of duty or obligation, nor out of any desire to simply balance the global scales of injustice.  We share what we have out of love for our neighbors, a love that is rooted in relationships, real relationships in which we know them and they know us, and the gifts we share are simply one way in which we show our love.  

And, finally, we are called to demonstrate our love not just with our words, but with our actions, as well.  It’s one thing for us to say that we love our neighbor, to sing songs and pray prayers, and we should never underestimate the power that words have.  And yet, it’s something altogether different when we make that love concrete, when we offer up ourselves, our time, and our possessions.  We love in this way because this is how God love us:  concretely and completely, in flesh and blood, in the body of Christ.

Perhaps no one said it better than Pedro, one of the leaders of the church in La Esmeralda, who came up to me as I was leaving the village this last time and said, “You know, I used to wonder if God had forgotten us.  But when I see your face, and the faces of your sisters and brothers who come with you, I know that we are not forgotten, I know that we are not alone.”  This is why we do this; this is love.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
