GOOD ADVICE: LOVE ONE ANOTHER

Good Advice: love one another.

An extract from the diary of Adrian Plass, written just as he was leaving Australia:
Anne, Gerald, Leonard and I were entertained before leaving for the airport by the
perfect loving Christian family. Father warm and loving yet balanced and strong,
mother clearly a perfect manager, yet flexible and fully involved with her children’s
lives, two beautiful teenage daughters alive and vibrant, yet sensible and self-
disciplined, small boy endearingly mischievous, yet obviously good-hearted....
Everyone helped quite spontaneously with anything that had to be done, and there
was not a single hissed threat, warning, bribe or entreaty from parents to offspring.
To top all this, when we’d finished our snacks and drinks (prepared willingly by one
daughter, served with humble elegance by the other, and passed assiduously by the
little brother) the whole family sang Christian choruses_in harmony to us!

A disgusting display altogether, in fact. We felt obliged to role-play bubbling joy to
match theirs. Very wearying. Tempted to pinch the small boy hard to make him swear
or something. He’d probably have forgiven me, though......

I have to admit that that advice to “love one another” conjures up in my mind a vision
of nauseatingly sweet people hugging one another, beaming widely at each other,
pouring out their souls and receiving extravagant sympathy from each other, while I
stand on the outskirts, forced smile on my face, feeling inadequate in love, trying to
control the urge to empty a bowl of custard over someone’s head, then feeling
horrendously guilty, wondering what on earth I am doing in the ministry.

You cannot imagine my relief when I read that Adrian Plass obviously felt the same.

“Love” can have something of a “fluffy bunny” image- all sweet smiles and
sentimental songs; warm hugs and kind words. For the perfect Christian church it
would mean no tension in the Elders’ Meetings, no raised voices at the Church
Meeting, never a rude word spoken in the Ministers’ Vestry, unremitting pastoral care
of people having a bad time and warm, sympathetic smiles whenever you encountered
a difficult person, no matter how much you wanted to tell them to “bog off.”

And let’s be honest: in the first place, we cannot achieve that level of perfection.

And in the second place, deep down we don’t want to. It is, as Adrian Plass said,
“very wearying.”

These last letters to young churches written by Peter and John were actually
composed when Christian congregations had settled down a bit. A lot of the initial
teething problems, which always happen when new communities set up, were over.
Power-struggles and personality clashes had calmed down because churches now had
systems of good order. They had elected leaders- known as Elders. They had
recognised standards of appropriate behaviour in church meetings and people were
feeling far more secure about their churches. Of course they still had differences of
opinion and made mistakes and hurt one another- they were only human- but bonds of
real comradeship had been formed which would take more than a few divided votes at
a Church Meeting to break.

So this urgent advice to “love one another” was not, in fact, yet another lecture about
being “nice”, being “kind,” being sweet-tempered- thank goodness. John was actually
a very worried man because fundamental truths of Christianity were under threat.
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Human beings are naturally selfish. We cannot help it. We are born that way. If a
baby wakes up in the night for the sixth time, feeling a little peckish, he screams for
attention. It never occurs to him that his mother might need some sleep.

When he starts to move around, he will grab anything that takes his fancy, whether it
is the cat’s tail or his father’s glass of beer. He has no idea that the cat might value its’
tail or that a glass of beer all over the floor might cause his father some stress.

As for other children, at first he only sees them as rivals for attention, or trespassers
on his territory or thieves stealing the toys he wants and he reacts violently. He does
not understand that other children have a right to be there too.

A child has to learn to respect the needs of other people and it is a long, painful
process. A child also needs to learn how to love and this is an even longer and more
painful process: starting from that sense of affectionate need for the people who give
you what you want in childhood; through that sense of craving for people to affirm
you as someone worth knowing in adolescence; onto an acceptance of the values of
“give and take” in relationships in adulthood; and finally to the stage where love
means rating someone else’s happiness higher than your own, in maturity. Many of us
never reach that final stage. We get stuck at the adolescent stage of only valuing other
people for what they can give us. Or even the Toddler stage, when nearly every other
person in our world is a potential rival or trespasser on our territory or a thief out to
steal the time and the resources we want for ourselves.

There was once a question on a television quiz show: “Which man killed a quarter of
the world’s population in one go?” The answer was “Cain.” Remember the story at
the beginning of the Bible of Adam and Eve- the first man and the first woman- and
how they had two sons, Cain and Abel? So these were the only four people in the
world. Cain became violently jealous of Abel and killed him. So- Cain killed a quarter
of the world’s population in one go. Get it?

OK, we may not take that story as absolute historical truth but, I just wonder how high
a proportion of the world’s population has been killed through the centuries because
these people were seen as trespassers, rivals, potential thieves, creatures with no right
to exist? I would not be surprised if 25% was not roughly the right figure. And, just as
Cain was said to have been permanently scarred by his murder of Abel, so those who
have killed and destroyed others have gained no permanent benefit but only passed on
a legacy of hatred, jealousy, prejudice and fear. Selfishness can feel good but it does
not make for a good life, or for a good world.

Even religion, although supposedly a force for good, can fall prey to human
selfishness. We only want God in the hopes of getting something back from him. We
think that if we obey God’s rules we will be rewarded with health and prosperity. We
notch up “Brownie points” in church attendance, generous giving and good works,
hoping to earn God’s favour and so feel good about ourselves. We spend time in
prayer and meditation and spiritual exercises, hoping that we shall gain a superior
level of enlightenment. And other people become our rivals for God’s favour or our
pawns in doing God’s work (quick, let’s find a really sad person we can be nice to) or
trespassers on our religious territory. And we become the kind of Christians who put
other people off religion because there is no true love coming from us. The best we
can offer is that kind of sickly sweetness which is actually little more than attention-
seeking. Look at me, God. I am being nice to this sad person. Aren’t I a wonderful
Christian? Whoooo...
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As St John looked at the Christian church he could see this danger threatening it.
Many men and women at that time were living in a difficult, dangerous world,
amongst people they had been brought up to hate and suspect. They did not want to
know the world. They did not want to know these people and religion was, for them,
their own personal escape route. They would focus only on knowing God.

And so, within Christianity, certain teachings were becoming popular. Teachings
about a special “knowledge” and enlightenment imparted by God only to those he
thought worthy of receiving it; teachings about the physical world being totally evil
and nothing to do with God at all; teachings about Jesus Christ not being truly human
because “truly human” meant physical and therefore bad; teaching that there was no
point in trying to create community, inspire social responsibility or political justice
because the world and the rest of the human race simply were not worth saving.
Christians were withdrawing from the world, withdrawing from its population and
withdrawing from their own humanity.

But this is not what Christianity is about, said St John. The Word became flesh.

God had not withdrawn from the world but had lived in the world.

God had not withdrawn from the human race but had reached out to the human race.
God had not withdrawn from humanity but had made himself human.

Why: because God is love and true love finds it impossible to withdraw from that to
which it has given life.

Christianity is not a “religion” in which people work to earn God’s favour and their
own inner peace. Christianity is a Gospel of God’s saving love reaching out to us.
And you are not talking that “fluffy bunny,” hugs and kisses, aren’t- I- being- nice
kind of love but a love which works powerfully for our good; a love which never lets
us go, not even when we spit in its’ face; a love which does not pretend that we are all
goodness and sweetness and light but which does stand by us in our darkest moments
and is powerful enough to let a chink of light even into the blackest of souls; a love
which never stops believing in us, even when we have given up on ourselves; a love
which faces up to the real world of pain and evil and death but gets the better of it; a
love which really is “so amazing, so divine” that it can actually overcome all our
natural selfishness and gain “my life, my soul, my all.”

If you think about that journey we need to make from the total selfishness of a baby to
the true, self-giving love of maturity. What is it that makes that journey so hard?
Perhaps it is the belief that we have not got anything worth giving. You cannot give
what you think you have not got.

When we try to believe that we deserve love by clocking up success or good
behaviour or sexual desirability, this does not work because we are never so
successful or good or desirable as we think we should be. And then people who feel
inadequate find it very hard to love. People who feel guilty find it very hard to love.
People who feel bitter find it very hard to love. Until we can accept that we are love-
able, we are never going to find it easy to love.

Which is why we need a Saviour rather than a creed or a code. When we finally see
the blazing love of God revealed in Jesus and can accept it as a gift rather than as
something we have to deserve, then the chains of our selfishness fall away from us
because there is nothing to feel jealous or bitter or frightened about anymore.

We love because He first loved us, wrote St John. And he sent his Son into the world
so that we might live through him. This is what Christianity is all about. Don’t turn
into another religion of self-seeking elitism. &&&&&&&&&&&



It has been an uphill struggle. Christianity has always had to grapple with human
selfishness because we are all human. There have been Christians who have trampled
on the thoughts and questions of others because they have felt threatened by freedom
of belief; there have been Christians who have excluded or even killed those whom
they have seen as trespassers on their territory; there have been Christians who have
“walled up” their local churches to create a safe space for them to feel powerful and
secure; there have been Christians who have gone totally over the top in sickly
sweetness and light because they are desperately trying to impress God and the world
with their good behaviour.

But there have also been Christians who have listened without fear to the questions
and challenges raised by new generations of people and so have made the Gospel
speak more powerfully than ever; there have been Christians who have been so secure
in their own faith that they have been able to enter into dialogue with those of other
traditions, other faiths or none at all and so have created new faith communities with a
new freshness and spirit of common comradeship; there have been Christians who
have turned their local churches into centres of communal life, friendship, help and
welcome; there have been Christians who have faced up to the evil in the world and in
the human race and gone out to do battle with it in the name of Jesus Christ. Once you
have accepted that you are loved, loved with a divine love, there is not much you
cannot do because your love is now being fed by the bottomless well of God’s love.

And so, at the end of the New Testament, the “Story of a Church,” the apostle Peter
joins John in writing both a warning and a promise to Christian men and women.
Peter had learned the hard way that God’s love was not something you could earn.
Despite his best efforts he had failed his Lord Jesus over and over again and could not
forgive himself. Only when he could set aside his personal pride and receive Jesus’
free love and forgiveness was he able to find his true vocation in life: to lead, to love
and to care for God’s people.

Be alert then and of sober mind, he warned. Your enemy the devil prowls around like
a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. And doesn’t he just?

But cast all your anxiety on God because He cares for you.

Amen



