1st March 2009
Jn 19: 17-18, 25-27

Celebrating one another

Introduction

We continue our series exploring what it means to have Jesus at the heart – inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support. As Dave reminded us last week the fundamental principle behind the gospel is relationship – our relationship with God and with other people. So far we have looked at three aspects of our relationship with God (Love and Lifestyle). 

This week we move forward to exploring how we relate to others – how we can celebrate one another. 

The scene at the foot of the cross
I would like to touch briefly on our gospel reading. The picture that it paints for us is one of utter desolation. Jesus is dying an agonising death on the cross. To his followers this was their darkest hour – gone are the cheering crowds of Palm Sunday and they face the prospect of life without Jesus.

But in the midst of his suffering Jesus brings his mother Mary and John into a binding relationship. This is not in any sense a legal relationship, after all Jesus had brothers who would be expected to care for his mother. It is the start of an authentic Christian community, although they wouldn’t have seen it in those terms; it was Jesus’ response to their darkest hour.

This example gives us a model of Christian community, one that is built on deep personal relationships.

John and Mary were drawn together in that most intimate place, the gospel tells us that –‘from that time on, this disciple took her into his home’. (v 27b).

But that’s not the reality of what we call church, is it? We meet together for a short time on one day and maybe have some contact with other people from church in the week. How does that build a deep personal relationship?
I’m reminded of the ‘corridor situation’ which I’m sure most of you have experienced. That passing social question between two people as they pass each other in the corridor, ‘how are you?’ ‘Oh fine’ is the normal reply, an answer which conveys nothing and allows each to quickly move on. On the other hand have you ever experienced the response to, ‘how are you?’ with a true answer which draws you into a conversation that takes you into a deeper understanding of how that person is really feeling. What has been your reaction to those situations?
Community

How then can we celebrate one another? The psalmist tells us – ‘how good and pleasant it is when brothers [and sisters] live together in unity? (Ps 133:1)
Scripture gives us a number of pointers together with the example of Jesus. 

We can forget as we meet week by week that our fellowship with one another is the embodiment of the reality of grace in our lives. Grace is that wonderful gift of the Kingdom which is at the heart of any Christian community. I’m aware of here as in most churches there are deep relationships between people which have been built up through many years. But the other reality is that there are people who we see week by week or occasionally that remain a group distinct from these types of relationships. 
This last reality struck me this week when I was contacted by a man whose father had died that day, he was working away from home and didn’t know who he could speak to about his grief. During our time together he mentioned more than once how there were many people in his situation, working away from home, lonely and without spiritual support.
Our faith in community is lived in and through the reality of Christ. This means we need each other because of Christ and we only come to others through Christ. We enter into this community not because of anything we do but through the action of Christ alone. We can no longer live for ourselves but by God’s claims and God’s justification. 
Some time ago I was with + Trevor at a meeting when he said this, ‘You can introduce someone to the church but can you introduce them to Jesus Christ? We respond to one another when the Word of God has first spoken. Our brothers and sisters need to hear the reality of our message. We speak only as bearers of salvation anything less is alien to the gospel we profess.
The more genuine and deeper our community becomes, the more everything else will shrink and wither away. Dietrich Bonhoeffer the theologian reminds us when that happens, ‘the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ and his work become the one and only thing that is vital among us.’ 

One of the things that struck me during my ordination training was the varied church backgrounds that my contemporaries had come from. As we shared there were some very definite ideas of what a Christian community should look like. But it was their reality and not God’s. In this mix God worked to lead us into a genuine Christian fellowship. God took us out of our dream world and we began to see the reality of the divine in that place because God is not God of the emotions but the God of truth. 

Because our response to one another is based solely on Jesus Christ our community becomes something fundamentally different from the gardening club or the WI or any other organisation. We see and act our reality in spiritual terms; something that is only created by the Holy Spirit who puts Jesus Christ into our hearts as Lord and Saviour. 
The basis of this spiritual reality is the clear, manifest Word of God in Jesus Christ. The basis of any other community is in the human mind. Human love is directed to another person for their own sake. Spiritual love loves them for Christ’s sake which recognises the true image of the other person which he has received from Jesus Christ. The image that Christ himself embodied and would lead us toward. 

Where can we take this?

All that we have just explored is to some extent reality expressed at an intellectual level. For it to have any effect it must move from the head to the heart.

If we are honest we are all too aware of the tensions, conflict, mistakes and misunderstandings that litter not only our own lives but also those who we sit alongside or near each Sunday. The trouble is we don’t talk about them at least not in this context, after all are we meant to be worshipping and focusing on Jesus? 

But Jesus is a realist when it comes to relationships – he meets the polite and the cover- up with love and far from avoiding the issue. He deals ruthlessly with it (the rich young man Mk 10:17ff). A similar example is the scene where Jesus washes his disciple’s feet (Jn 13). He doesn’t ignore what is happening among his disciples instead he gets to the heart of the matter.

Let’s face it most of us would in similar circumstances have preferred to paper over the cracks – let’s not make a fuss on such an important occasion. We may have done anything to avoid embarrassment or conflict. The problem is that avoidance leads to even greater harm as the hurt and associated complications multiply. 

It like the story of the little girl who is asked by her father to say grace at a dinner party – ‘Daddy I don’t know what to say’. Her father replied, ‘Just say what I said at breakfast this morning.’ So the little girl put her hands together and said, ‘Oh God, those awful people are coming to dinner again tonight.’  
We are all aware that relationships are important whether we are part of the church or not. But for the world that sees conflict and turmoil, their expectation of us is a better type of community. 

What we are talking about here is a shop window for the Kingdom. Recently  a friend of mine and I were talking about notices outside churches and one in particular, where his friend had told him the sentiment of the notice didn’t match what he found inside. For us here it is exactly the same, someone will peer in and if the reality of the outside is replicated on the inside they will enjoy what they experience inside – they will then begin to enter God’s Kingdom. 
Some final thoughts

· Be devoted to one another (Rom 12:10)

· Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you (Eph 4:32)

· Encourage one another daily (Heb 3:13)

· Spur one another  towards love and good deeds (Heb 10:24)

· Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed (Ja 5:16)

· Carry each others burdens (Gal 6:2)

· Accept one another (Rom 15:7)

· Submit to one another (Eph 5:21)

· Bear with one another (Col 3:13)

· Serve one another in love (Gal 5:13)
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