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EVERYTHING DEPENDS ON LOVE

Jesus’ commandment to love is not new at all. If your follow it, everything else falls into place – we’re not going to break any of the 10 commandments. As Jesus says, “on this depend all the law and the prophets.”  

He also says: “By this all men will know you are my disciples, if you love one another.”
The Greeks had several words for the many kinds of love – e.g. Agape was the equivalent of our Ubuntu – love for one’s neighbour. Because we only have one word different examples of love are best illustrated by stories and allegories.

A mother’s love:

Let’s look at a mother’s love first. Today is Mothers Day and its good to honour the nobility of this love and remind ourselves that mothers are a lot more than the one who tidies behind us.  

(A science teacher who had taught his primary school calls about magnets decided to test the class the next morning by writing on the board. “My name begins with “m”, has six letters and I pick up things. What am I?” Half the class answered “Mother”.) 

(Then there’s the father who tried to explain the concept of marriage to his four-year-old and was showing the child the wedding photos, only to be asked: “Is that when mummy came to work for us?”) 

We have so many wonderful examples of motherly love, such as Moses’ mom who risked so much to save her son’s life and to teach him about the Jewish religion. The mother in King Solomon’s court who chose to let another woman adopt her child because that was best in the circumstances – and many other mothers since -  is another that comes to mind.

Each of us has a favourite “mother” story to tell, even if it’s about someone who is not biologically connected to us.

A child’s love:

Then there’s the love of a child for a mother. Jesus on the cross presents the most amazing example. Having been beaten within an inch of his life he hangs on the cross and makes arrangements for John to take care of his mother. As I contemplate this, I wish with all my heart that I’d found more space in my busy-ness to visit my mom and even to make more phone calls. 

We all seek love:

Henri Nouwen writes, "Much of our energy goes into the question: 'Do you love me? As we grow older, we develop more subtle and sophisticated ways of asking the question. We say: 'Do you trust me, do you care for me, do you appreciate me, are you faithful to me, will you support me, will you speak well of me?'...The great spiritual challenge is to discover, over time, that the limited, conditional, and temporal love we receive from parents, husbands, wives, children, teachers, colleagues and friends are reflections of the unlimited, unconditional, and everlasting love of God." 

Turn that around and he is saying that it is through love that we reflect God. 
Love thy neighbour:

Perhaps the most difficult love is Agape, which calls us to cross cultural and national boundaries. 

This week I learned such a difficult lesson about this love, which incorporates justice issues. Both our bishop and the archbishop had made announcements regarding the on-going dialogue regarding homosexuality and reminded us that at this stage the church accepts and loves gay priests but expects them to be celibate. Both assured our gay clergy that they are loved and I felt a warm glow at their sensitivity – until a gay priest I love dearly sat in my office and sobbed at the hurt and loneliness and utter desolation he felt each time he was told to be patient and know that he is loved. He has waited faithfully for the church to dialogue since he was ordained in his early 20s. He is now in his 40s and he fully expects to die without the matter being resolved, either way. Meanwhile he and others like him feel marginalized, insecure and very unloved by the church leaves them in limbo.

While I had loved him as a friend I had failed to stretch that love into a love that demands justice for the marginalized.

This is the same love that stops us from asking someone who tests HIV+ how they became infected. It gets us to ask instead how we can love that person better.

It is Agape that makes it possible for a young American soldier look beyond nationalism and war and release photos of Iraqis being tortured. 

God is perfect, God is love:  

It is often in how we react to the imperfection in others that we best reflect God’s love.

The following story tells it all:

In Brooklyn, New York, Chush is a school that caters to learning disabled children. Some children remain in Chush for their entire school career, while others can be mainstreamed into conventional schools. At a Chush fundraising dinner, the father of a Chush child delivered a speech that would never be forgotten by all who attended. 

After extolling the school and its dedicated staff, he cried out,  "Where is the perfection in my son Shaya? Everything God does is done with perfection. But my child cannot understand things as other children do. My child cannot remember facts and figures as other children do. Where is God's perfection?" 

The audience was shocked by the question, pained by the father's anguish and stilled by the piercing query. " I believe," the father answered, "that when God brings a child like this into the world, the perfection that he seeks is in the way people react to this child." 

He then told the following story about his son Shaya: 

One afternoon Shaya and his father walked past a park where some boys Shaya knew were playing baseball. Shaya asked, "Do you think they will let me play?"   Shaya's father knew that his son was not at all athletic and that most boys would not want him on their team. But Shaya's father understood that if his son was chosen to play it would give him a comfortable sense of belonging. 

Shaya's father approached one of the boys in the field and asked if Shaya could play. The boy looked around for guidance from his team-mates. Getting none, he took matters into his own hands and said "We are losing by six runs and the game is in the eighth inning. I guess he can be on our team and we'll try to put him up to bat in the ninth inning." 

Shaya's father was ecstatic as Shaya smiled broadly. Shaya was told to put on a glove and go out to play short centre field. In the bottom of the eighth inning, Shaya's team scored a few runs but was still behind by three. 

In the bottom of the ninth inning, Shaya's team scored again and now with two outs and the bases loaded with the potential winning run on base, Shaya was scheduled to be up. Would the team actually let Shaya bat at this juncture and give away their chance to win the game? 

Surprisingly, Shaya was given the bat. Everyone knew that it was all but impossible because Shaya didn't even know how to hold the bat properly, let alone hit with it. However as Shaya stepped up to the plate, the pitcher moved a few steps to lob the ball in softly so Shaya should at least be able to make contact. The first pitch came in and Shaya swung clumsily and missed. One of Shaya's team-mates came up to Shaya and together they held the bat and faced the pitcher waiting for the next pitch. 

The pitcher again took a few steps forward to toss the ball softly toward Shaya. As the pitch came in, Shaya and his team-mate swung at the bat and together they hit a slow ground ball to the pitcher. The pitcher picked up the soft grounder and could easily have thrown the ball to the first baseman. Shaya would have been out and that would have ended the game.

Instead, the pitcher took the ball and threw it on a high arc to right field, far beyond reach of the first baseman. 

Everyone started yelling, "Shaya, run to first. Run to first." Never in his life had Shaya run to first. He scampered down the baseline wide-eyed and startled. By the time he reached first base, the right fielder had the ball. 

He could have thrown the ball to the second baseman who would tag out Shaya, who was still running. But the right fielder understood what the pitcher's intentions were, so he threw the ball high and far over the third baseman's head. Everyone yelled, "Run to second, run to second." Shaya ran towards second base as the runners ahead of him deliriously circled the bases towards home. 

As Shaya reached second base, the opposing short stop ran to him, turned him in the direction of third base and shouted, "Run to third." As Shaya rounded third, the boys from both teams ran behind him screaming, "Shaya run home." Shaya ran home, stepped on home plate and all 18 boys lifted him on their shoulders and made him the hero, as he had just hit a "grand slam" and won the game for his team. 

"That day," said the father softly with tears now rolling down his face, "those 18 boys reached their level of God's perfection."  

It’s the love that takes us beyond ourselves and into relationship with God.

A father’s love:

There was a man who was an art collector.  Priceless works by Picasso, Van Gogh, Monet and many others adorned the walls of his home.  His only child grew up to be both a doctor and an art collector.

The son went to work on a medical mission in Central America. After he had been gone for three months, a hurricane swept through the area, wiping out whole villages and killing thousands.

The art collector feared he would never see his son again. Within a week, he knew.  The young man had died while rescuing a family from the flood.  The old man faced Christmas with sadness. On Christmas morning, a knock on the door awakened the old man.  As he walked to the door, the masterpieces on the walls only reminded him that his son was not coming home.  

When he opened the door, he found a small, brown man with a big package in his hand. The visitor said, 'My name is Jorge Pascodero. I was a friend of your son.  It was my family your son saved by sacrificing his life.'  The father invited Jorge into his home. Jorge gave the parcel to the old man.  As he unwrapped it, he saw an enlargement of a photograph of his son.  It wasn't a work of fine art, being slightly blurred and grainy.  The son was holding a small child and speaking to a woman.  A stethoscope was draped round his neck.  The photograph captured kindness in the son's face.  The father thanked Seqor Pascodero and they talked.

After Jorge had gone the old man hung the portrait of his son above the fireplace, pushing aside an incredibly expensive Picasso to make room.  Then the man sat and spent Christmas gazing at the gift he had been given.

During the time that followed, he learned that his son had treated hundreds of people in the weeks leading up to the storm.  When the hurricane came he'd refused evacuation from the danger area to continue to help people who couldn't help themselves.   The picture of his son soon became his most prized possession, far more than the priceless pieces.  He told his neighbours it was the greatest gift he had ever received.

Two years later, the old man and died.  According to his will, all the art works would be auctioned on Christmas day, the day he had received his greatest gift. Collectors came to bid on the world's most spectacular paintings. Museums from around the world sent buyers who stood next to representatives of wealthy collectors from Japan, Europe and North America.

The auction began with the photograph of the man's son, a piece that no one wanted.  'Who will open the bidding?'  the auctioneer asked.  The room was silent.  From the back of the room someone called, 'Who cares about a lousy photograph? It's just a picture of his son. Let's forget it and go on to the good stuff.'

'No, we have to offer this first,' replied the auctioneer.  'Now, who will take the son?' He was met only with silence.  'Come now' the auctioneer said, 'there must be someone who will take the son.'  Finally, the old man's gardener spoke.  'I will.  I knew the boy from the time he was born.  He was a fine man. I miss him, so I'd like to have it.'

'Give it to him!' came calls from the gallery. The auctioneer said to the gardener, 'The son is yours without cost to you, sir'.  Cheers filled the room and someone shouted,  'Now get on with the auction!  Put up a Picasso!'

The auctioneer looked at the audience and announced,  'The auction is over. All the paintings from the collection will be registered as the property of the gardener.'  Someone shouted, What do you mean it's over? How can the gardener get anything?  

The auctioneer waved a sheaf of documents and said,  'It's very simple.  According to the will of the father, whoever accepts the son, gets everything the father has.

God’s love:

For God so loved the world that he gave his Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. Because of a Father's love, whoever accepts the Son gets everything the Father has to offer.

AMEN
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