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	Sermon….. Love - our greatest gift is also our greatest challenge
                                                                                                                                                                                                       
There is a strong theme that runs through today’s readings, and that is of love. You can’t miss it in the gospel reading as Jesus tells his disciples to love one another. 

But love isn’t a new thing for the disciples, it’s a theme that runs throughout the Old Testament, with most of the Old Testament Law being designed to make Israel a loving community; treating each other and those in which they come into contact, with care and justice.

Yet in the gospel reading for today, set on Maundy Thursday at the Last Supper, Jesus calls the command to love, a new commandment. And makes an explicit link between this new command. The doing of love to one another, in a such way that is visible to all of humanity and so the disciples are known by it; and his sacrifice on the cross. That what Jesus did for us on the cross, changed things, and in doing so something NEW would start. 

Later, in the reading from Acts we get a glimpse of what it means for the early church to love in God’s new way. Of this new commandment, this new challenge, Jesus has set for his followers. As we follow Peter’s journey. 

And so, we join the story, just after Peter is sent (by God) to visit Cornellius the centurion. Let’s not forget, for Peter (a Jew) to visit or associate himself in any way with Cornellius (a gentle) was an outrageous ask, something that was against Jewish law. 

Yet God asked, and during which, there was a mighty outpouring of God’s Holy Spirit upon Cornellus and his whole household. As they are baptised into the faith and become Christians. 

Of course, word got out, and now Peter is having to explain himself, to the original believers. Jews and the OG followers of Christ. Who were criticising Peter, no doubt for breaking the law.  

And so we hear Peter, in these chapters of Acts, repeating over and over the (somewhat odd) vision of the sheet, and the animals, and God telling him to eat foods that (under the law) were forbidden. But Peter is told, ‘Do not call anything impure, that God has made clean’. A prompt perhaps that God, the maker of the law, is on the move – and a reminder of course, that God is doing something new. 

As Peter reflects, upon his vision and his call by God - to a gentile(!), he recognises that he needed to put away his old understandings, and that God had made clean, God had made new, so much more than just food. 

Later, in Revelation, another disciple John, has a vision of a new heaven and a new earth – a place where the old has vanished and God is doing a new thing. Putting an end to the old ways. An end to death and crying and pain. An end to persecution and hate, and name calling and exclusion. 

In God’s new order, God has come to live with all of humankind, through Christ and in his love for us… And this new command to love, requires his followers to put away our old, preconceived ideas, to hold lightly to our understanding of the rules, of what is acceptable, of who is in and who is out. 

God challenged the early church to change their way of thinking about food and about the inclusion of the gentles. Radical in the 1st century, but there is forward motion in what God is doing. Do we really think that God stopped the doing of new things right there? That God stopped making that new heaven and earth because it was all just perfect in the 1st century when gentiles were included? 

Or is God still reaching out to the whole of creation across time, breaking down old barriers; between the rich and the poor, between those who speak a language that is different from our own, those who use what society calls bad or offensive language in their diction, those who have piercings or tattoos on their bodies, those dress differently, those whose bodies work in a different way to ours because of disability or perhaps even about the way we understand gender and sexuality. 

Instead, perhaps we are STILL called to reflect…. And that God loves them too, and that they too are welcome in the kingdom of God? 

I say yes. Just as Jesus shows us the nature of God, in sacrificing himself for not only the Jews, but those for which society might have found unpalatable, the Gentles; the outsiders; so too we are called to show others the same nature. To look outside of ourselves, even to look outside of those whom we find it easy to love, people like ourselves; and we are challenged to look to others and to love and to recognise that God loves and includes them too. 

It’s a big ask, to love is God’s greatest command. But knowing first, that we are ALL loved and trusted by God, is the beginning of fulfilling this new commandment. There is a lovely quote from Jane Williams I came across recently, I’d like to share with you now to finish. And that is; 

‘We do not have to generate this love ourselves, because it is given to us. Christians are, most fundamentally people who know that God is love, and we know it, not because we are better at loving than anyone else, but because we know that God has loves us and trusted us, even before we were either lovely or trustworthy. (Jane Williams)
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