Ash Wednesday 2010 – Loving Across Our Differences: Love One Another 

John 13:34-35 Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf D. Svanoe

When I was in High School in Los Angeles we worshipped at a church where my sister and I were the only youth in our grades. So when the church decided that it wanted to start a contemporary service and that it needed some youth involvement, I was invited to be on the planning team. As you can imagine I got a lot of personal attention from pastors and youth leaders and other committed adults in the congregation. It was an amazing experience of feeling loved and wanted. People valued my input and helped me with my problems. In fact I felt so loved by that experience that it began to shape my future. I thought that if that was what the church was all about- helping and loving people- then I could see myself doing that. In fact I wanted to be a part of that. It was a formative experience in my life that God used to call me into ministry. That’s the power of love.
Isn’t that what religion is all about? Helping us to care for others, teaching us compassion for others? The word “religion” and the word “ligament” come from the same root and they have the same meaning- to connect things together. Religion is meant to connect us to God and to each other with the strong cords of love. When Jesus was asked what religion was all about he said that we should love the Lord our God with all our heart and soul and mind. But he didn’t stop there. He went on to say that we should also love our neighbor as our self. In fact Jesus really only gave his disciples one “commandment” that we should 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.” Love for each other is to be our witness to the world. Not our purity of doctrine, not our zealousness for the truth- but love for each other. It is our primary strategy to reach the world with the good news. 
We don’t get a choice about that. We can’t be selective. We don’t get to choose those we are going to love and those we aren’t. We are called to love those who are deserving and those who aren’t deserving of it.  

Here’s the problem- we all have people in our lives who are difficult to love. Sometimes it’s a family member. It could be a co-worker, a colleague, fellow student, or a next door neighbor. Our country today is divided between conservatives and liberals, often people across the aisle refusing to speak to each other. Instead of listening to understand we talk to score points. We label each other making it easier to dismiss or demonize the other. That kind of spirit hurts families, it hurts churches and it hurt nations. 
Jesus calls his church to be different. And so on this Ash Wednesday we gather as Jesus’ followers to confess our sin. We have not loved God with our whole heart. We have not loved our neighbor as ourselves, especially the neighbor who is different from us. Heavens, sometimes we can’t even love our friends, let alone our enemies. 

So how can we become the church Jesus longs for? How can we become a church that loves across the differences that divide so many other communities? It will only happen in the power of God. It will only happen as we dwell deeply on the love that God has given us. “We love because God first loved us” (1 John 4:19). Throughout our Lenten journey we will look at the mutuality commands in the New Testament, the “one another” commands. Welcome, forbear, forgive, serve, encourage, comfort, stir up and admonish one another- these commands will not only teach us how to treat each other, but lead us into a deeper reflection on how God treated us in Jesus Christ. Jesus died to show us how to love. And his resurrection gives us the power to do it. This Lent will flesh out in real concrete ways what real love looks like. 
The Apostle Paul said it best in 1 Cor 13. “Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never ends.” Let us commit ourselves this Lent to living that kind of love in the power and love of God. Amen.

