1 John 4:16 b-21

“God is love and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in

them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness

on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. There

is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do

with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. We

love because he first loved us. Those who say, “I love God,” and hate

their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother

or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen.

The commandment we have from him is this: Those who love God must love

their brothers or sisters also.”

        I recently read the story of a man named Jimmy. Seems his

fiancée, Marie, who was the love of his life, left him for another man.

She walked out on him and disappeared without a trace. He was

heartbroken. Then one day Jimmy received this letter:

Dearest Jimmy,

        No words could ever express the great unhappiness I’ve felt since

breaking off our engagement. Please say you’ll take me back. No one could

ever take your place in my heart, so please forgive me. I love you, I

love you, I love you!

Yours forever, Marie

PS And congratulations on winning the lottery!

        Now that’s not love, is it? But what is love, and why does love

matter?

Our passage of scripture is meant to inform, comfort, and convict us. God

is love. There’s no fear in love. God’s perfect love casts out all fear.

We love only because God first loved us. And we can’t really love God

unless we also love people. As convicting as that statement may be, I

think the most startling statement in today’s scripture comes from the

end of verse 17. It says this: (speaking of Jesus), “As he is, so are we

in this world.”

           Think of it! Let me say it again. As Jesus is, so are we in

this world. We have been given the ministry of Christ on earth. We are

called to be living examples of the love of God. Now let me make one

thing clear. We don’t earn our salvation by doing good things. The

ability to be like Jesus is the result, the fruit of our salvation. When

we give our hearts and lives to Jesus, and acknowledge him as Savior and

Lord, the Holy Spirit comes to live within us and empowers us to be like

Christ.

         Jesus laid out his ministry in Luke 4:18-19: “The Spirit of the

Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the

poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of

sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of

the Lord’s favor.” Jesus began his ministry by declaring that the reign

of God was at hand and that the love of heaven was available to all

people.  Jesus’ ministry is the ministry of love: good news, freedom,

healing and favor. Jesus showed his love by giving dignity to every

person; to the broken, neglected, and forgotten. He brought hope to those

without hope. He healed both body and mind. He loved people and was

offended by the evil that marred human beings. He showed his love for his

disciples by washing their feet. He loved them to the end. He met evil

head-on to ransom human beings. He was crucified, died and was buried,

and he loved so much that he rose from the dead. He sent his Spirit to

live in us always and to lead us from death and evil to eternal life.

        God poured out love on the human race. Our task is to be open to

this love, to receive it and be healed by it ourselves and to share it

with those around us.

        But Jesus goes further. On the night of his death, in John

13:34-35, he says this, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one

another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By

this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for

one another.”  Jesus says the world will know we are his by our love for

one another. Not by our political views or conservative habits or dress.

Not by our degrees or accomplishments. Not by big churches or even our

views on theology. We will be known by our love.

        Why this great emphasis on love? What makes love so important? I

believe the reason love is so important is because love has the power to

heal. Healing takes place in the lives of others as we show unconditional

love and acceptance for them as they are. As children of God through our

Lord Jesus Christ, with the power of the Holy Spirit within us, we’re

meant to be the hands and feet and voices of Christ on earth. We’re meant

to be Jesus with skin on. Through Christ, we have the power to bring

about inner healing of hearts through our affirmation and love. When we

choose to affirm others by seeing the good in them they can’t see in

themselves, and by continuing to believe in them even when they fail, we

can bring healing and change.

       Francis of Assisi followed the way of Jesus as perhaps no one else

in history. You probably know the words of his famous prayer:

        “Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. Where there is

hatred, let me sow love; where there is injury, pardon; where there is

doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness,

light; where there is sadness, joy.

        O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled

as to console, to be understood as to understand, to be loved as to love;

for it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are

pardoned, and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.”

       If we are honest, we must admit that most of us as human beings

are more interested in being consoled, understood, and loved ourselves

than in giving other people consolation, understanding and love. But, if

we listen, these words of Francis point the way not only to spiritual

maturity and effectiveness, but to emotional and psychological maturity

and healing as well. Emotional maturity begins to take place when we

become interested in giving of ourselves and not just receiving. It isn’t

always easy. But love is not a feeling, it’s a choice, and the choice to

love is more than just the way to better relationships or a guide to

maturity; it is the way of Christ.

        One ingenious teenager, tired of reading bedtime stories to his

little sister, decided to record several of her favorite stories on tape.

He told her, “Now you can hear your stories any time you want. Isn’t that

great?” She looked at the machine for a moment and then replied, “No. It

hasn’t got a lap.” Sometimes people need a lap!

          Now I want to be clear. We can’t run other’s lives. We’re not

meant to. We don’t want to encourage others to stay dependent or weak. We

can’t be there for everyone. And we can’t solve people’s problems. But we

can be compassionate listeners and loving encouragers. We can be

respectful and caring friends.

         An unknown author wrote this: What is love? It is silence—when

your words would hurt. It is patience—when your neighbor’s curt. It is

deafness—when a scandal flows. It is thoughtfulness—for another’s woes.

It is promptness—when stern duty calls. It is courage—when misfortune

falls. Love is all of these, and so much more.

         We can make a difference in people’s lives. Self image is formed

by seeing one’s self reflected in the eyes of others. We can reflect back

to others the good we see in them. That is love. There is only one

healer, Jesus the Lord, but we are called to allow the healing love of

Jesus to heal us and to flow through us as we reach out to those around

us. Do you know someone who’s alone? Is there someone who needs you to

listen? You never know when reaching out to someone might be just what

they need. You never know when the simplest act of kindness might

transform someone’s life. People long to be affirmed in their brokenness,

loved in their loneliness, and relieved of what Mother Teresa calls the

worst suffering of all; the feeling of not being wanted or accepted.

        The world isn’t looking to us for our Christian rhetoric. What

people really want to see is the living walking witness of women and men

who live to love others into healing and who show others hope in Christ.

It’s not easy for a person to know and love God when that person has

experienced the cruelest misery and scorn from their brothers and sisters

in Christ. The people around you are bearing much more pain and sorrow

than you know. Your love can touch those who are experiencing rejection,

betrayal, failure, depression, divorce and loss. You can allow the loving

and healing Spirit of Jesus to flow through you to help others—friendships, marriages, churches, communities and the world. The witness of your love can help people believe in a God who comforts and heals.

        There is another reason to choose to love. In Matthew 25 we are

told that what we do for the very least of those among us—the ones others

might ignore or be embarrassed by—we do for Christ. When we reach out to

the oppressed, the poor, the elderly, the mentally ill, the lonely, the

unlovely, there is somehow a mysterious substitution of Christ that takes

place. What we do for them, we do for him.

        We all admired Mother Teresa. Who was not amazed and awed by her

humble loving presence? Who among us could say we didn’t sense the

presence of Jesus in her? All she did she did through Jesus and for

Jesus. She saw in the poor something she called “Jesus in his distressing

disguise.”

        I once experienced that same miracle in my own life. My husband

Bob and I took a mission trip to Jamaica a couple of years ago to work

with the poorest of the poor. As poor as all the people of Kingston

Jamaica are, we worked with the poorest and most forsaken people of all.

We cared for those who were so sick or had such serious disabilities that

they had been left on the street to die. I was assigned to the children’s

ward where I took care of babies born to malnourished moms. Their

mother’s malnourishment had affected them greatly and many were born with

twisted limbs, enlarged heads, blindness, and deafness. Many would never

grow. Most would never speak. One day, while walking by the children’s

quarters, I heard someone groaning. I looked and saw a young girl with a

misshapen head, tufts of hair missing, and a face with pushed in bones,

sadly mutilated. She sat in her bed alone. I reached out to her and she

held my hands and led me to a bench in the sun. There she curled herself

into my lap and wrapped my arms around her. As I sat looking at her poor

battered face in my lap, I couldn’t help but think of Jesus, tufts of

hair pulled from his beard, and of the words from Isaiah, “Many were

astonished by him, so marred was his appearance, beyond human semblance…”

I remembered the Pieta. Suddenly I felt like Mary, with Jesus in my lap.

As I held “one of the least of these,” I saw the face of Christ.

        So, will you choose the way of love? Do you realize you have the

power to heal? Dan Raisch shared with us that at this year’s General

Assembly the Moderator encouraged those attending to add a new greeting.

Along with, “Peace be with you” he suggested saying, “I see the Christ in

you.” Can others see Jesus in you? Jesus binds up wounds and heals broken

hearts. You can too!

        Some years ago, Dr. Karl Menninger, noted doctor and

psychologist, was seeking the cause of many of his patients’ ills. One

day he called in his clinical staff and proceeded to unfold a plan for

developing, in his clinic, an atmosphere of love. All patients were to be

given large quantities of love; no unloving attitudes were to be

displayed in the presence of the patients, and all nurses and doctors

were to go about their work in and out of the various rooms with a loving

attitude. At the end of six months, the time spent by patients in the

institution was cut in half.

        Love heals. As Jesus our Healer is, so too are we in this world.

We’re called to be healers!

