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May 13, 2012 – Sixth Sunday of Easter
John 15:9-17
Some cartoon strips seem to speak volumes about our common life in their weekly windows on the world.  “Cathy”, that independent young lady with a flair for pointing to how “normal” we all are, greeted her father at the airport.  “Are you sure Irving isn’t picking you up, Cathy?” inquired Dad.
“Who knows?”  Cathy replies, “Once I waited down here for a half an hour while he was waiting on the upper level.  Once he went to meet me at the gate and it took us a half an hour to find each other.  Once he waited for 45 minutes at the wrong airline.  Once I got the dates mixed up and he spent two hours paging me while I was in a different city.  We never run out of ways to miss each other.”

How painfully true it is.  We never run out of ways to miss each other.  My oldest daughter drove to O’Hare in Chicago to pick me up from a flight from Anchorage.  Unfortunately my flight came into Midway.  That was before we all had cell phones so I left a message on her answering machine back in Kalamazoo that I would sit at Midway until she located me.  My children were always taught to stay put and let the person looking for you to come and find you.  It took her about an hour to figure out the error, but we finally connected.
We always seem to “miss” one another when it comes to love as well.  Not that people don’t love one another – we do – but communication seems to strain even the best of intentions.  One of the most destructive myths in our culture today is that love comes naturally.  Somehow a mother’s love for her child, a man for his wife, siblings for one another…even a pastor for his or her congregation…is assumed to be a given.  This is especially true if we’re talking about Christian love.  Love is supposed to be basic to our God given nature, especially from someone forgiven, loved and free by the blood of Christ.  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength.  Love your neighbor as yourself.”
It is especially important to be aware that love is NOT something that comes naturally.  Love is something we work at, nurture, and sustain through prayer and patience.  Rev. Robert Schuler liked to say to people, “God loves you and so do I.”  After a difficult time with someone in his congregation he learned to modify this statement to “God loves you, and I’m trying awfully hard to.”  Some people are just plain hard to love.

Over a hundred years ago Henry Drummond recognized how difficult it is to love.  In his book entitled, The Greatest Thing in the World he wrote:
“What makes a person a good cricketer?  Practice.  What makes a person a good artist, a good sculptor, a good musician?  Practice.  What makes a good linguist, a good stenographer?  Practice.  What makes a good person good?  Practice.  Nothing else….  Love is not a thing of enthusiastic emotion.  It is a rich, strong…vigorous expression of the whole Christian character – the Christ like nature in its fullest development.  And the constituents of this great character are only to be built up by ceaseless practice.”

Mike Warnke, a former Christian youth-worker and comedian, was a boisterous middle-aged, potbellied, balding on the top with long hair and an earring.  He would tease the audience about accepting his unconventional appearance by saying, “you better get used to it because we are going to spend eternity together.”

God is indeed merciful and kind because there are many Christians we will probably have a hard time greeting when we get to heaven…ourselves included.  (  We really need to take this “love” thing more seriously.  Jesus didn’t suggest that love would make our lives more pleasant, as nice as that might be, Jesus made it a command.  To quote Jesus from the Gospel of John, “this is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.”

Ultimately our love is to be redemptive, and something that brings glory to God.  Anything short of glorifying God through our compassion and acceptance of one another misses the mark.  When we miss the mark, we need to try again…and again…and again if need be.

How can anyone command us to love another person?  In the Jewish marriage tradition a matchmaker finds a suitable mate for a man or woman.  It has little to do with emotions.  Love is said to grow after the wedding vow in a lifelong commitment to one another and the relationship.  In “fiddler on the Roof” Tevia had a hard time understanding how his daughters could choose a mate based on such a foolish emotion such as love.  The theme of love weaves throughout the story in his love for studying the Torah and as he asks his beloved wife “do you love me.”  What a foolish question that seems to be after years of married life together, but we all need to hear the words that we are loved.  Not knowing, always questioning ones status, can lead to divesting feelings and behaviors.
Gaze on a couple that has been married over 40 years together.  Every trace of pain by one is seen on the face of the other.  Even in marriages that have sadly ended in d-i-v-o-r-c-e the experiences shared cannot be cut way from who we are or who we may become.  Lives become intertwined that time will never erase.  This means we must be willing to experience rejection, suffering and even death just like Jesus, and continue to love.  That is tough…really tough!

Last week Jesus taught that He is the vine and we are the branches.  As branches we are to bear fruit.  Jesus didn’t say we are all to bear grapes or raspberries or apples, but we are to bear fruit.  In Galatians 5:22-23a we read “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”  Let’s have some fun with love and fruitfulness.  Instead of looking at people as having characteristics of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control, let’s try to pick out what king of fruit they might be.
My Dad was like an apple. He even smelled of apples sometimes because he would cut a piece of apple to put in his pipe tobacco to keep it moist.  He was firm but sweet.  He wasn’t easily bruised and I don’t recall him ever getting angry.  The only time Mom says she saw him angry was after a New Year’s Eve party when they missed the last street car to get home.  He had a silly balloon hat a clown had made that he wanted to get safely home for his little girl.  Now how was he going to get it there!  He would have been a fine example of homemade apple pie in his naïve trust in humanity, his patriotic fervor and faith in God.
Do you know a kiwi; the kind of love that is small, green, seedy with a shell easily penetrated and one that adds color to an otherwise drab citrus salad?

How about the kind of life a strawberry produces; plump, juicy, hiding low to the ground but easily plucked that can be eaten right from the vine or saved for the future?

Grapes, now there’s an interesting fruit.  You don’t purchase “a grape”.  Grapes come in bunches like a congregation or a club.  There are sour grapes, seedless grapes, rich deep purple grapes that are a sweet as honey.  Green grapes almost have to be tasted to verify if they are sweet or sour.  I’ve done that at the produce counter to be sure the grapes would be sweet enough to take home.

We can even look to fiction.  How about The Grinch Who Stole Christmas?  Remember this song?  

“You’re a mean one, Mr. Grinch. 

You really are a heel.  

You’re as cuddly as a cactus, 

You’re a charming as an eel, Mr. Grinch.  

You’re a bad banana with a greasy black peel.”

Conclusion: How can we love God who we do not see, if we do not love those we do see?  Love is not easy…but practice, practice, practice, knowing that when we fail…and we will fail from time to time…God continues to love us and continues to say “my command is this: love each other as I have loved you….”

