A New Story: Love & Boldness

1 John 4:7-21


Fifteen years ago a vicious campaign of genocide began in Rwanda. In three short months, this mass slaughter claimed 850,000 lives.


Making this swift and brutal genocide even more shocking was the role that Rwandan Christians played.


According to theologian and ethicist David Gushee, Rwanda was the most heavily Christianized country in Africa. Some 90 percent of its residents identified themselves as Christians. Churches, seminaries, schools, and other Christian institutions were sprinkled throughout the country.


“And yet,” Gushee adds, “all of this Christianity did not prevent genocide, a genocide which leading church officials did little to resist, in which a large number of Christians participated, and in which . . . more people died in churches and parishes than anywhere else.”


Gushee has spent the intervening years questioning how such brutality could’ve happened in such a setting. Christianity should produce justice and love, he contends—not genocide.


A study of the Rwandan situation has led Gushee to realize that “the presence of churches in a country guarantees nothing. The self-identification of people with the Christian faith guarantees nothing. All of the clerical garb and regalia, all of the structures of religious accountability, all of the Christian vocabulary and books, all of the schools and seminaries and parish houses and Bible studies, all of the religious titles and educational degrees—they guarantee nothing.”


Instead, Gushee’s examination has revealed what he describes as “heartbreaking truths”:

· We can’t assume that all Christian churches teach the importance of loving others and respecting human life. Gushee argues that a “variety of bastardized versions of the Christian message, including hateful ones, have been and continue to be communicated in congregations all over the world.”

· We also can’t assume that people who participate in churches are serious about their faith. According to Gushee, people come to church for a variety of reasons and bring varying levels of commitment.

· And we can’t assume that Christian faith is the only or even the primary factor that affects the attitudes and behavior of those who claim Christian identity. Gushee contends that Christians—like everyone else—are subject to being blown about by ferocious ideological, economic, social, and political crosswinds.


Given all that, Gushee concludes that “the teachings of the Christian faith are often more like a candle flickering in a tornado than the sure anchor of the soul—the dominating factor in a Christian’s thinking and behavior—that we often assume them to be.”


Although he lived long before any modern genocide, including that in Rwanda, the author of 1 John seems to agree with Gushee’s conclusion. In writing to this Christian community, the author acknowledges that living one’s faith can be difficult. That there are countless pressures and obstacles. But he emphasizes that unless faith impacts a believer’s behavior then that faith is meaningless.


And the writer of this letter is adamant about what should motivate a Christian’s faith. That motivation is love. To make sure that no one misses the point, the writer repeats the word love more than twenty-five times in the fifteen verses that make up our reading for today. He argues that:

· Love comes from God.

· Love shows our knowledge of God.

· Love demonstrates God’s commitment to us.

· Love for others is the proper response to God’s love.

· Love reveals God’s presence in our lives.

· Love gives us confidence to face the day of judgment.

· Love is what we do for others because of what God has done for us.

One scholar notes that it’s important not to confuse the dynamic of love about which the author of 1 John writes with the “sentimentality that passes for love in our culture.” What’s affirmed here, he explains, “makes our customary talk of love sound thin and gaseous by comparison. The kind of love initially regarded as sacrificial love has assumed awesome dimensions here. For one thing, love is regarded as constitutive for the community of believers. If we do not love, we cannot know God—which is like saying that without oxygen we would not be able to breathe. Having initially drawn breath, though, we are obliged to continue breathing and acting in love.”

Believing in God’s love. Basing our faith in that love. Behaving in response to that love.

Then 1 John’s author urges the members of that early faith community to take one more step. To be bold enough to tell others the story of God’s love.

That boldness is connected to what the writer describes as “perfect love.” By perfect, he doesn’t mean faultless or unblemished. Instead he’s talking about a love that fulfills its purpose or a well-formed love.


It’s that type of love that allows us to live with confidence instead of fear. And it’s that type of love that motivates us to tell a new story.


Several years ago as my friend Clark Williamson was retiring as academic dean at the seminary where he’ad taught for almost four decades, he delivered the commencement address. On that day, he sought to encourage the women and men who after graduation would move into various leadership roles in churches.

“It is an awesome thing to be put in trust of the care of the churches,” Clark reminded the graduates. “People come to churches looking for many things, demanding many things, shopping for a wide range of matters. Sometimes they know what they want. Less often, they know what they need. What they need is to understand that, in spite of the relativism and nihilism of much contemporary culture, there is One who is ultimate who holds them dear; that in spite of the fact that they live constantly with the imminent reality of death and transience, they can find reassurance that their lives matter because they matter to the One who is ultimate; that in spite of the brokenness and alienation that characterize our world and rend it into zones of hot and cold conflict, peace and reconciliation are possible. 

“Perhaps most importantly, they long for an authentic community in which their value and importance is not quantified, not economized, not reduced to the monetary value of their contribution to the bottom line, but where, simply, they are accepted, affirmed, loved, and where important matters count. And they wonder, in their better moments, whether in a world of occupation, standing armies, suicide bombers and suicide pilots, a world of ghettoes and the crimes that ghettoes perpetuate daily on those who have to live in them—whether in all this the rule of the God of love, justice, and shalom can ever take effect.”

Clark told the graduates that people would look to them for some wisdom on those matters. That people would want their help in making at least somewhat clear the connections between God and life. “Will you,” he asked, “find ways to help them know that God’s grace is always fitted to the size of the hole in the human heart?”


Clark explained that although clergy are by and large happy with their calling to bear witness to the good news in words acted out in deeds and deeds interpreted by words, they’re often depressed by other aspects of their work. He cited a recent survey that found that thirty percent of clergy truly love their work, but another thirty percent are “deeply ambivalent,” twenty percent are depressed, and a final twenty percent are in “advanced stages of burnout.” 


What advice did Clark offer to help these graduates wind up among the ranks of clergy who truly love their work?


“Fall in love,” he told them. “You have a story to tell and to interpret in relation to the time and context in which you and your parishioners live. That story is one of life and blessing, inclusive well-being. Blessing is a gift from God, the One who is blessed. It is available to all of us as a gift, provided that we accept it in relationships of mutuality with those who are different from us.


“It was given to Adam and Eve in their relationship of mutuality with and difference from each other. It was given to them in a relationship of mutuality with and difference from all the ‘living things’ that make up the world of nature, of creation. It was given to Abraham and Sarah in their relationship of mutuality with and difference from each other. It was given to all their descendants in mutuality with and difference from ‘all the Gentiles’ to whom they were to be a blessing. In Jesus Christ it was given to ‘all us Gentiles’ in a relationship of difference from and mutuality with the Israel of God. 


“It is given today to women and men in mutuality with and difference from each other, as it is also given to homosexuals and heterosexuals in relationships of mutuality with and difference from one another. It is given to African-Americans and Caucasian Americans in relationships of mutuality with and difference from each other.


“The most radical commandment in scripture says: ‘you shall love the stranger as yourself.’ The church, when it is true to itself, is a community of companions on the way, those who break bread together, and a community of those who are in all their differences ‘members of one another,’ one body, different parts.”


Fall in love with the story. Tell and interpret the story. Formulate a vision of what the church is given and called to be and do. Figure out a series of steps in that direction. But most of all, fall in love with telling the story.


Clark’s words that day fit closely with what the author of 1 John wrote. And both sets of words seem to speak to us today.


As recipients of God’s gift of love, we now have the responsibility to tell the story of that love to others. May we do so with love and boldness. Amen.

Kathryn Palen


May 10, 2009


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI

4
4

