Love One Another
John 15: 9-17 and Acts 10:44-48
I take my text this morning from John 15:12 – “This is my commandment: love one another as I have loved you”. 

You know me well enough by now to realise that I like nothing better that exploring biblical texts from unusual angles, and thus uncovering the brilliant hidden gems that are so characteristic of our scriptures.  But this morning’s text is so straight-forward of interpretation, just as it is simultaneously demanding in its application, that there seems no possibility of lateral thinking.  Having dug around in a few commentaries this week, I was just about convinced of this situation when I stumbled upon the letters column in last week’s (Glasgow) Herald newspaper.  Here’s what one said:

It is quite wrong to say that Jesus’s central message was “love one another. 
Now this looks promising!  The letter writer, a certain Stuart Smith, seems to be flatly contradicting the very lectionary reading for this week.  Just the kind of thing I like!  Let’s read on and see what hidden gems there might be here:

Jesus did say “love God and love your neighbour as yourself”.  He also started his teaching by saying: “Turn away from your sins”.  I know this because the Bible tells me so.

I’m becoming a bit concerned now.  I know there is a children’s hymn that claims knowledge because the Bible tells me so, but it hardly seems sufficient proof for an adult, let alone one of the letter-writing-to-the-Herald class.  Also there is a whiff of selective judgment here … the same writer who has dismissed John 15:12 as quite wrong, is now quoting Matthew 19:19 and Mark 1:15, stating only that they are true because the Bible tells him so.  
Still, there could be something in this.  John’s gospel is generally acknowledged to have been written a long time after the others, and while much of it is written as if reporting the words of Jesus, virtually no scholar of any repute would suggest that these were actually the words of Jesus.  Maybe it is to this that Mr Smith refers.  So let’s read on:

What I do not understand is how someone can love God by not turning away from the sins that God describes. 

We’re back on more solid ground here.  But this sentence interests me for another reason.  Of course the statement is true: if you love someone you want to please them; and if they explicitly tell you not to do something, or that something offends or upsets them, then to do it is to display a lack of love.  Some trivial examples: in my family we have issues with matters such as shoes being left under the table, toilet seats not being put down after use, and turning the shower up so much that it splashes over the floor – I’m not going to tell you which issue applies to which person!  Well we don’t always remember, but we are trying to correct our ways because we love one another.  And when we get it wrong we forgive one another because that too is part of love.  
But let’s look at this a bit more deeply.  What are these sins that God describes?  I recall a lot of them in the Torah: reams and reams of them, from “big ticket” items in the Ten Commandments to many trivial commands concerning moles on the skin, hair falling out, and how to cook kidney (to name but a few). It is, of course, easy for us now to dismiss these items as trivial, but they may well have served a purpose in terms of health and hygiene in those days.  But even by Jesus’ time most of these rules were pointless; so much so that when they were quoted at Jesus he responded with a characteristic “But I say to you …”.  So what are these sins that God describes?

Now I may be wrong, but I don’t recall Jesus simply and categorically naming any sins.  He told parables, some of which held stinging rebukes, e.g. for people who hoard money.  His rhetoric was particularly scathing on those whose religiosity was for show.  He was angry when he saw exploitation by the rich and the powerful.  And in his actions he demonstrated that no-one, male or female, Jew or Gentile, maimed, diseased or discredited was outside the love of God.   All of that, but did Jesus ever describe a sin?  

Many times Jesus asked people to repent or, as Stuart Smith helpfully translates, to turn away from their sins.   But what are these sins?  Were they ever named by Jesus?  I can more or less guarantee to you that they were not, for Jesus spoke with incredible indirection.  Aphorisms and epigrams and parables and metaphors were his stock in trade.  “Thou shalt not” was an alien phrase to him.  His only commandments were about love: love God, love self and, here in John’s gospel, love one another. 

So when Stuart Smith says he cannot understand how someone can love God without turning away from the sins that God describes, the response is easy: “Which sins?”  The Bible, read through the prism of Jesus, describes no specific sins.  Instead it leaves us to work them out for ourselves, whilst giving a few pointers on areas to consider (almost always coming back to issues of wealth and power and injustice).  And otherwise all we are told is that love is the answer.  That’s all there is to it.  

Indeed, it was just this point, raised in another letter to the Herald, to which Stuart Smith was responding.  Earlier David Winning had said:

Jesus’s central message was “love one another” and any interpretation of the Bible must be grounded on this teaching.

This sounds straightforward, but it is actually a critical academic technique known as the hermeneutic circle.  It describes the need when studying any text of maintaining a balance between the whole and the part.  Of course the whole is the sum of the parts, but equally the understanding of any particular part may be distorted unless seen in the context of the whole.  This literary approach is just as applicable to Shakespeare or J.K. Rowling, but there is an especially prevalent and pernicious fallacy of taking verses out of context in the case of Holy Scripture.   

Anyway, reading on in Winning’s letter:
There is a lack of love at a personal level behind the petition to oppose the appointment of Rev Scott Rennie to Queens Cross Church in Aberdeen on the grounds of an unacceptable lifestyle.

So there you go; that’s what it’s all about.  A homosexual minister has been appointed by an overwhelming vote amongst a church’s membership, but 6000 people (probably more by now) most of whom have nothing to do with the church in question, are trying to derail the process.  In yet another letter on the subject, our friend Maxwell Craig makes the most pertinent of comments:

 With the world in the state it is, I’m hopeful that the Assembly will debate the many issues of real importance to our nation and to God’s world.

Well said!  But it would be naïve to think this will stop the debate on human sexuality.  It won’t.  And in a couple of weeks’ time the issue will be back in the headlines, calling us to make our judgments.  So what does the Methodist Church have to say on the subject?

Conference reached a number of resolutions in 1993, which were revisited but not revised in 2005.  These resolutions:

(a) Affirmed the joy of human sexuality as God’s gift

(b) Declared as unacceptable practices that are promiscuous, exploitative or demeaning

(c) Confirmed that no-one is debarred from church on grounds of sexual orientation

(d) Reaffirmed the church’s traditional teaching of chastity outside of marriage and fidelity within it

(e) Recognised the participation and ministry of lesbian and gay Christians in the church.

This is a typical Methodist compromise.  There’s something in this list for everyone.  When the resolutions were reviewed in 2005, roughly half the respondents wanted then changed and, of that group, roughly half wanted it made explicit that people who actively express their homosexuality should not be allowed into positions of leadership, while the other half wanted the definition of marriage extended explicitly to include loving, committed homosexual relationships.  In its wisdom, the 2005 working party unanimously concluded that it would be better not to change the resolutions as any change was bound to offend one or other of these groups.  Instead, the Resolutions as they stand were adopted into the Standing Orders of the church.
Something similar is probably the best outcome we can expect from the Church of Scotland Assembly.  But I’m left with an uneasy feeling.  We’ve seen how Jesus handled these kinds of explosive issues in his own day, and it certainly wasn’t through complex reports from erudite committees and compromise positions designed to appease everyone. True, Jesus was not explicit, but isn’t there something implicit (but nevertheless unequivocal) in this one command to love one another?  Isn’t there something implicit (but nevertheless unequivocal) in his steadfast refusal to describe or name particular sins?  
Let me conclude in the indirect manner that Jesus adopted, by making two observations from our lectionary readings this morning.

1. Firstly, this text from John 15.12 was directed to Jesus’ inner circle, to a group of 12 men.  Statistically one in ten people are homosexual, so in all probability there was a gay man amongst this group.  Jesus’ command, nevertheless, was Love One Another.  Interesting! 

2. Secondly, our short reading from Acts is one of a series of passages in that book in which it begins to dawn on the disciples that the gospel is not just for their small band, not even just for their society.  They are astonished to find that the Holy Spirit has been poured out even on Gentiles.  But, despite their astonishment, the disciples go with the flow and decide to baptise these people in the name of Jesus.  Just maybe there is a similar call going out to God’s people today.  Those who know Scott Rennie, including for example Grahame Lockhart who worships in his church in Brechin, have no doubt that the Holy Spirit has been poured out upon him.  The people of Queens Cross church seem equally convinced.  Who are we to disagree?
Jesus said: “This is my commandment: love one another as I have loved you”.  What more need to be said?
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