Sermon on Remembrance Sun 2010 – Jn 15:9-17 

Let’s pray: 

On this day Lord, would you be with us as we try to hear your Word speaking into our lives today, Amen. 

Remembrance Sunday is such a sad and sobering day… it is a day full of stories… Stories that we have heard echoing down the years – perhaps the remembrances of a parent or grandparent, perhaps tales told of sacrifice, snippets of the past or new accounts of the present. I am sure that we have all brought such stories with us this morning and the weight of them fills this room. Perhaps we will have a chance to share them over coffee later. 

So, how can our reading from the Bible this morning help to illuminate our stories and experiences? The reading we have heard is full of the love of God, spilling over the page it is written upon: the love of God our Father, the love of Jesus the Son, and the love ultimately that we are to share with one another. Jesus is talking to his friends as he nears the end of His earthly ministry. He is teaching about love even though he knows that he approaches a time of terrible suffering, a time that will bring him to the place of ultimate sacrifice, when his life will be taken from him. Jesus’ friends will need to know this teaching if they are to survive the time after his death and resurrection, because then it will be their lives that will be under threat and danger. How will they respond to such perilous days? 

Suffering and danger can shake our faith in God. Some people choose to believe that God is like an indifferent creator – they believe he created the world, wound it up and walked away, and as terrible things are endured upon earth, believing that it is as if we are slaves or servants, small and insignificant, abandoned to fate. And yet, here in our passage, we are reminded that the truth is very different, and on such a day as today when we are thinking of those who have seen and endured terrible things, it is important to hear these words of Jesus... ‘You are not [slaves or] servants, you are my friends… Love each other as I have loved you.’

Now love is a much-used word in our culture – it is used in adverts to describe how we feel about everything from yoghurts to toilet paper, from cars to cereal. We too use it in many different ways, and not always in its deepest sense. We may say that we ‘love’ our stuff – I love my new shoes, my ipod or my car… But that is far from the kind of love that we hear about in this passage from John’s Gospel. The love we hear about here is far deeper and more enduring. 

Right in the middle of this passage is the command to “Love each other as I have loved you”… To respond to one other with love. But not with the kind of love that we might give to our cereal, or to our new shoes, but instead with the kind of love that Jesus has for us. Sometimes it can be hard for us to comprehend that others might truly love us – we know ourselves far too well, we know our many failings and faults – would someone really love us if they absolutely knew us? Well, the Bible is pretty clear that God knows us inside and out – one part tells us that he knows us so well, he knew us even before we were born, He knows our thoughts and our habits, and yet he still loves us (see Psalm 139). 

And in order to understand what that love is like, Jesus explains to his friends that this love is the kind of love that changes things, this is love that sees a need and meets it, whatever that might cost. This is love that is truly sacrificial, putting others first. It can be hard to comprehend what that kind of love might really look like – is it even possible? Jesus says, “Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” This is no lovey-dovey kind of love, this is not a sexual love, this is a visceral love, a love which puts friends first and is willing to sacrifice everything for them. 

I wonder how the disciples – Jesus’ friends’ - felt when they heard these words – they could have no idea that within just days they would watch Jesus follow these words to the letter? But that was then, and this is now and in day-to-day life it can be hard to imagine how costly the love that Jesus asks of us might be; yet on Remembrance Sunday we take a moment to step aside from our daily routines and to remember just such acts of bravery and sacrifice. We look back over this last century alone and see many conflicts that have tested the love of friends for those for whom they care. Whether their acts of courage have been in a trench on the Somme, or driving an ambulance on the Western Front, whether they have been sailing a merchant ship to Dunkirk or manning a canteen during the Blitz, whether nursing on board ship in the Falklands, or flying a Chinook into Helmand Province. We do not have to look far on this day to see time and again such sacrificial love being enacted. Whether held dearly in the long-term memory, or so fresh that it stings, we can see in these acts of courage the kind of love that Jesus was describing to his friends – this is how we are to love each other – with a love that truly puts others first. 

And this is the love that Jesus has for each one of us. A love that was prepared to let go of everything else in order to put the eternal lives of others before his own. The Bible tells us that: 

‘God showed his love for us when he sent his only Son into the world to give us life… Dear friends, since God loved us this much, we must love each other… We love because God loved us first.’

1 John 4:9,11,19 (Contemporary English Version)

Far from being a disinterested creator who has just walked away, our God is a God who calls us friends, who would put us before life itself. Our God whose Son, Jesus, chose to be born into a people who were suffering in occupied territory. Our God who lived a life of love and compassion, who stepped into the midst of pain and anguish, who suffered alongside those who were dying, and chose to give up his life so that we might live. And in doing so, Jesus reminds us that this life is not all that there is, because in his rising from death, we are shown that there is hope beyond the grave. Life is more than what we see before us, there is living that goes beyond the tomb… Hope that transcends any suffering this life may bring and friendship that lingers long past the final breath. 

So, even though today we mourn the tragic loss of life, and the cost of living with the scars of conflict, we are grateful too for the sacrifice of those who have paid the ultimate price for us, and we give thanks to our God that he knows what it is to suffer and to lay down one’s life for one’s friends in order that we might know a peace that lasts, in this life and in the next. 

What can we do? We can all pray – remembering in prayer all those who are risking their lives in conflict around the globe, as well as their families and friends who are left waiting. 

And we can all pray too for the courage that it takes to put the needs of other’s before our own, even when that process is costly and perhaps painful, taking heart from the stories that we remember today. 

And we remember too that we love in such a way ‘because God loved us first.’  

[Let’s pray]

Questions: 

Do you have any stories of Remembrance – past or present that you would like to share? 

Can you understand how some people might choose to believe in an indifferent creator? How does that theory make you feel? 

Popular culture does tend to use the word love to describe an emotion on many different levels – can you identify with its use in a more frivolous way? Is there a particular item that you might often say that you ‘love’ in this manner? And even though the sermon might seem to criticise this use – is it actually ok?

If you were trying to explain to someone the difference between ‘love’ as popular culture defines it in advertising etc, and the sacrificial love that is described here, how might you do so? Can you think of any examples or phrases that you could give? (e.g. are there any films, or books that depict this kind of love, or perhaps personal examples that you can think of.)

Do you find the sacrificial acts of courage that we remember on Remembrance Sunday helpful as images of the kind of love that Jesus exhorts us to have? 

How might Jesus be asking us to love in the same kind of way? 

What are the implications for you today? Is it helpful to remember that we love because ‘God first loved us.’ (1 John 4:19)

How can you be supporting each other in this way? 

Take some time to pray for one another, and to pray for those who are risking their lives today in pursuit of peace and justice all around the globe. 
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