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LOVE ON THE OFFENSIVE

Today we return to the tremendous adjustment required of the disciples when Jesus departs to return to God. Jesus is going away, and he says so in today’s Gospel. His followers, as you can imagine, are not in the least bit comfortable with this. In fact, they’re anxious and afraid. Jesus has been their moral compass, and by nature of their following him, he has been their geographical compass as well. Without him physically present to lead them and guide them, how will they know what to say, or when to say it? How will they know where to go, and what to do? He turned their lives upside down, or some would argue right-side up, and now he’s leaving them by way of the Cross. They’re beginning to get the sense that things will never be the same again. 

But then, if you think about it, their lives after Jesus called them involved change every day, every moment, around every turn. Never a dull moment with Jesus around! Slowly they were learning to trust him even amidst the changes and chances of their life. But at least he had been there in person to help them understand, and now even that little security they had was being taken away.

Don’t get me wrong: The disciples chose to follow Jesus and they knew their lives would be uprooted, never be the same; but this was a total shock to their system. The anxiety and stress they carried around was palpable.

Jesus, however, is completely non-anxious in this exchange about his going away and the disciples continuing his ministry in the world. He knows that he is going to the Cross, but he’s already talking to them about Easter, his future with God, and their future of discipleship. In the scene right before this morning’s passage Jesus assures his followers that he will not leave them orphaned. He says these words: “In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me.” It’s like a riddle. Thankfully, one of the followers, Judas, not Iscariot John is careful to tell us, asks Jesus bluntly, “Lord, how on earth do you plan to do that?” The Scriptural words are “Lord, how is it that you will reveal yourself to us, and not to the world?” 

I like that Jesus is pushed here to get a little more specific. Enough talking in spiritual riddles, Jesus, tell us straight up: how will we know you’re you, alive, in power, risen and victorious over sin and death? If most of the world misses it, chances are we will too. What they were really hoping is that Jesus would show himself in some cataclysmic, cosmos-altering event showing the universe that God was indeed working his purposes out in the world.

Jesus’ response bursts the disciples’ expectations; and to be honest, I’m not sure the church has ever really understood him on this. The way he chooses to show himself is so subtle and unassuming, so foreign to the world’s definition of power, that it’s easy to miss it or discard it as irrelevant. He does not promise to appear as a cosmic presence converting the world by force like the Roman empire. At times I wish he would use force, inflicting God’s justice and mercy on our broken world--and my guess is the disciples felt the same way. Nor does he promise to appear as the Word made flesh in the man they knew as Jesus of Nazareth. There was something else that would be at work here, some other way he would be present with them. But if not as an imposing force, and if not as a his own physical person then what? The way Jesus promised to be seen by his disciples for the transformation of the world who could not yet see him is by following his commandment to love one another. And the habitation he would choose for this process of his love getting out would not be in a holy box or a holy building--no Temple or church would do.

No, the habitation Jesus would choose, the holy site for God’s transforming presence, is the human person: Your body, your heart, your voice. The Scripture reads that for the person and the community who loves, Jesus and the Father will “make a home” with them.
There it is: until Christ is seen in heavenly glory, he may be seen on earth how?-- in acts of love. The theological principle at work is subversive, barely noticeable to a world addicted to force and violence: when people love one another they participate in making Christ present, and heal our broken world from the inside out. Jesus is now no longer incarnate in his body. He is incarnate in you and me.

For many generations, and here I preach to myself, Jesus does not give a glamorous enough answer. I know for myself I want to be awed by the presence of God outside myself; I want to watch it happen like a car chase on CNN where the good guys defeat the bad guys and you know which is which. I want dramatic Hollywood explosions--this IS God after all! Don’t we deserve some fireworks? This God stuff is about Jesus and his power to change the world, not about me and my limited ability to love. How did the two get mixed up? I want to the struggle between God’s inbreaking kingdom and the forces of darkness to be played out somewhere else, not in my own body, my own community. When it comes right down to it, I want to spectate, not participate. And I want the battle between the risen Christ and the lingering forces of evil to be played out somewhere else, not in my own body, my own community. Do you see the adjustment in this early church? It’s in us too. The requirement to love others through the familiar decisions of your own life is harder than watching God love someone else.
And frankly, I’m not very impressed with God’s choice of human beings, including myself--there may be a handful of people who God could choose for this but it ain’t me, I’m sure of it. If it were me I’d probably choose dogs--they seem to know best what faithful love is. To be honest, I don’t really agree with God’s choice of people at all--our lives are so complicated, so full already, and our willingness ebbs and flows like a weak tide. We get to things in fits and starts, we forget our greatest purpose, we get anxious and lose hope. 
The disciples must have felt this too, and they must have been even more anxious now that something was expected of them. Jesus knew this too. But it’s as though Jesus answers their protest before they have the chance to voice it. “I have said these things to you while I am still with you. But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you.”

The gift of the Holy Spirit is the power to share the abundant love of God flowing in you and through you. In our world this is not just a nice lesson, one to grow on; nor is it simply an ethic to work toward. Love is armor that we put on as a community together to fight the lingering power of hatred, fear, and exclusion--in short, evil. Paradoxically, love’s weapons are antithetical to violence: they are the weapons of mercy and justice and generosity and hospitality, of patience and gentleness, kindness and humility, of overcoming evil with good. 

You don’t have to conjure up love or manufacture it on your own, by yourself. Jesus made the promise of the Holy Spirit, and has given it to each one of you and to us together. Like a fire, it can burn hot or become a few embers under layers of ash. We need the fuel that will kindle it and awaken the love of Christ, and this is the food of Jesus himself in Holy Communion. Come to the table and receive the fuel you need to love in our broken world. The moral compass and geographical compass are clear: Go first to the familiar people in your life, and share this love; by doing so, you participate in making Jesus present; by avoiding it, you keep Jesus out. It is with you in your car as you drive, it’s with you at the office and at home. Your life is the first battlefield of love. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

The kind of love Jesus commands is love taken on the offensive, never just the defensive. We don’t have to make it up, he gives us the power to do it with the Holy Spirit in us. Let’s take his love on the offensive, and stay out on that battlefield of love. 
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