“Love Means

“Deuteronomy 6:1-8

John 14:23-29

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer. Amen

The sermon title is missing something, an ellipsis that punctuation mark … that invites you to complete the sentence with an answer everyone knows. In January of this year Eric Seigal passed away. He was a professor of Greek and Latin serving over the years at Harvard, Yale, Princeton and Oxford. Yet in his obituary it was noted that this accomplished scholar, author and screenwriter was best known for one line in romance novel he authored in the late sixties and made into a movie in 1970.

The title of the book and the movie is of course, Love Story and the line is, “Love means you never have to say you are sorry.”  The idea had traction. Looking back I think it fair to say that the definition may have wrecked havoc on many relationships. Or as a friend of mine observed, it is nice if you can get away with it! 

In the 1976 Broadway play, A Chorus Line, seventeen dancers told bittersweet stories about coming of age as they auditioned for parts they desperately wanted. They captivated audiences when they lined up across the stage and sang a ballad to love entitled, “What I did For Love.” And befitting a new more calculating generation, the 1996 production of Rent included a song, “Seasons of Love.” It begins “525,600 minutes,” the number of minutes in a non leap year, and asks how to measure a year: the tentative answer “How about love?” – the definitive final measure of the song: a command “Measure in love.”

It is what matters in the end, and based on the gospel lesson today, it is also what matters in the present. The Gospel of John is about love: God’s love for us, his son’s obedience to that love and our invitation to accept their love: God the Father, the Son and Holy Spirit.

If the author of the Gospel of John were to complete the sentence love means… the answer would be obedience. Now there is a word we struggle with or at least grapple and, if we are honest, often try to finesse from obeying commands to making choices.

Thank goodness for the Old Testament for there we have very clear instructions clarity of purpose – keep my commandments. Our lesson from Deuteronomy teaches us God’s law and tells us how to keep it. In the words of Presbyterian minister and author Eugene Peterson, “Love God, your God, with all you’ve got. Write these commandments on your heart get it - place them on your children’s hearts too…talk about them at home when you are walking, morning and night – tie them on your hand remember them, put them on the doorpost and you city gate.”

God does not say abandon all living, retreat from the world. The instructions presume busy lives: morning till night, at home and at the edges of the city, in family life and beyond.  Jesus came that we might have life in abundance through his death and resurrection – if we will but obey the commands of His Father. So?

What now as Eastertide is about to conclude? This week I realized that during Advent we prepare for the coming of Jesus at Christmas, during Lent we prepare for the death and resurrection of Jesus and yet we rarely use Eastertide as a time to prepare for the coming of the Holy Spirit – our advocate the one Jesus promises to us this morning in the Gospel lesson.

The Revised Common Lectionary that was established in the 80’s and adopted with vigor in 1994 provides Protestant preachers with a list of scriptures, Old Testament, Psalms, New Testament and Epistles, for daily and Sunday worship over a three year cycle.  The New Testament readings run Matthew, Mark and Luke.  We are in year A Matthew.  The Gospel of John is reserved for high holydays and seasons: Christmas Easter and other significant days.

The Gospel of John is our preparation for Pentecost. And as scholar William Barclay observes John understands that love includes obedience and that this is not an easy thing. He emphasizes that Jesus did not leave us alone, on our own.  Jesus understands the limits of our hearts and that is why on Easter night, he breathed a new spirit into his apostles and we need to prepare to receive this same spirit.

Barclay contends a lot of the confusion stems from one Greek word that defies translation into English, parakletos.  Wicliffe translated it “comforter” but then it meant much more than it does now.  From the Latin fortis – brave it meant someone who enables a dispirited creature to be brave! Now we associate comfort with sorrow - sympathy at the time of death for example.

The Holy Spirit is a comforter in that sense but so much more says Barclay. His translation of the Greek parakletos is “someone who is called in.” The reasons vary: to bear witness in a trial, to plead for someone, to give advice, to help a fearful soldier, reassure a broken spirit, to coach  an athlete.

“Those who love me will keep my word,” says Jesus to us this day.  It is a command as serious as Deuteronomy 6. “The advocate will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you,” says Jesus to us today.

But we wonder - what will this Spirit be like?  How will we know he is here that it is he that is guiding, leading, inspiring us? Listen for the music. Let me give you an example

In the 1930’s a mother wanted to encourage her young son’s progress on the piano, and took him to a Paderewski concert to hear the former prime minister of Poland turned renown pianist.

After they were seated the mother spotted a friend and walked up the aisle to say hello. Her son seized the opportunity to explore the concert hall and he entered doors marked “NO ADMITTANCE.” When the house lights dimmed the mother returned to her seat and her initial panic about her son’s whereabouts gave way to shock as the curtains parted and the spotlight fell on the beautiful Steinway. There on center stage sat her son on the bench of the grand piano banging out “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.”

As the audience inhaled with trepidation, the great piano master made his entrance, quickened his pace towards the Steinway, then sat easily on the bench whispering to the boy, “Don’t quit.  Keep playing.” Then leaning over, Paderewski reached down with his left hand and began filling in the bass part. Soon his right arm reached around the other side of the child and he added a running obbligato. Together, the old master and the young novice transformed the situation.

That is the way it is with the Holy Spirit. The Spirit surrounds us helps us translate the secular variety of love into a love more like the love God has for us: les self centered more genuine.  This kind of love is powerful and it transforms us. Listen for the music. If our life sounds like the shrill notes of a child pounding on the ivory keys demanding that the keys make music perhaps we need to take a second look at the master that love us, Father , Son and Holy Spirit, and make room on the bench and listen for the notes He will play – the notes of musical score that is the life God intends for us: love me with all your heart and mind and soul and strength and love your neighbor as yourself. 

Let us pray

Uphold us by your Holy Spirit, O God

Daily increase in us your gift of grace:

The Spirit of wisdom and understanding

The spirit of counsel and might;

The Spirit of knowledge and fear of the Lord;

The Spirit of joy in your awesome presence both now and forever. Amen
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