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John 13:31-35 & Revelation 21:1-6

Brothers and sisters in Christ, I have a confession to make:  I am a lovemonger.  I am in the business of declaring, spreading, enacting, promoting, sharing, and pointing out love.  I don’t particularly care what anyone else thinks about it, either, because I am convicted.  I firmly believe that true love is the heart and center of all we do and all we are, and we are called – no, we are firmly commanded – to be and do love for each other.
The problem with being a lovemonger in this day and age is that you tend to get a bad reputation for it.  When you boldly declare that you are loved, that you are in this world to love others, that the point and purpose of our life is love, people call you names.  Sappy.  Romantic.  Mushy.  People want to boil love down to a greeting card sentiment or sitcom plot.  They want to make it cheap and easy.  People want to make love disposable.  
And after all, you don’t have to look very far to understand why.  Listen to the messages we hear from society.  Pull yourself up by your bootstraps.  It’s a dog-eat-dog world.  You’ve got to take what you can get.  We tend to emphasize the individual, revel in dominance, celebrate the self-sufficient.  Love makes you vulnerable.  Love makes you weak.  Love keeps you from being the biggest and best.  Love opens you up to failure.  Love means you’re not the single most important thing.
But this is part of why I’m such a lovemonger.  I cannot help but look at the gospel and know that we are called to love, even if it makes us  vulnerable and weak.  In the reading from John this morning, Jesus’ commandment to love comes right after he washes his disciples feet.  Jesus, teacher and leader, takes the position of service.  He kneels before the dirt and stink of his disciples’ feet and makes them clean.  “Just as I have loved you,” Jesus tells them, “you also should love one another.”

And how is it that God has loved us?  To what extent does God go to express this love?  Listen to the words of Revelation: “See, the home* of God is among mortals.  He will dwell* with them; they will be his peoples,* and God himself will be with them;* 4he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more.”  
God loves us enough to live among us as one of us, to be a frail and fragile human like us.  In Jesus, God made his home among mortals.  In Jesus’ death and resurrection, God claimed us with great pain and suffering, made us his own with his unending grace, and has promised to be with us always in the gift of the Holy Spirit.  God loves us so much that God will wipe away the tears from our eyes.  God’s love will overwhelm sadness or mourning or pain.  God’s love is like that of a tender mother or caring father, kneeling before a weeping child, quietly wiping the tears away from the beloved child’s eyes.
You are God’s beloved child.  You are the one to whom God reaches to comfort, to care for, to surround with love.  You are the one who is so beloved that God would give anything, even his own Son, so that you can be called and claimed, forgiven and blessed.  This is God’s love: sacrificial, unending, tender, personal, true.

Because of God’s love, there is still more.  As Jesus said to his disciples, “Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. 35By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  It’s not in being loved by God that we truly show ourselves to be a disciple of Christ.  It is in living out that love to everyone that we show who we belong to.  Because we are loved, we love.

But what does that mean, exactly?  We’ve heard it since Sunday School: love your neighbor.  And like the lawyer who questions Jesus in the book of Luke, we respond with seeming innocence: and who is my neighbor?  Who exactly am I supposed to love?  And how?  And what difference does it make?
I read in Friday’s paper that the Buffalo High School and Cambridge-Isanti High school girls softball teams played against each other this week.  You might have heard about the car crash that killed four students from Cambridge-Isanti High School.  Before the two teams met on the field, members of the Buffalo team walked across to the other team and presented them each with flowers, a gesture of condolence and support.  Faced with their opponents, they reacted in love.
The people of this congregation – 281 of you, in fact – gathered together your time and resources to give over $55,000 to people you may never meet, in places you may never go, to projects you may never benefit from.  And yet, in spite of difficult times and competing needs, you chose to give financially to people a world away.  You had a choice, and through your giving, you chose love.

When we put the other person before ourselves, when we give more than we have so that others might know health and happiness, when we understand that we are more than our own ambitions and our own pride and our own needs and realize there is a greater good, that God is at work all around us, that we can serve God by serving the other, when we truly dwell with those who hurt or suffer, when we wipe away the tears from their eyes, then – only then – do we truly love one another.  When we give and serve and love without self-interest, without desire for repayment, then we live in true love.

May God’s gift of true love open your heart and break apart your fear, freeing you to give and serve and care for all of God’s children, just as God gives to you.  Amen.
