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John 14.15-21  Loving the stranger April 27th 2008 St Michael’s

What I have to say today has been very hard to prepare for, but I do think it is very important to us as a church, so I hope that you will hear me through.      Longer??


Today’s gospel reading is bracketed by two phrases:
    v.15 ”If you love me, you will keep my commandments”
    v.21 “They who keep my commandments are those who love me”

What then are these commandments?  The top three are:

1.  Pharisee “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment?” the SHEMA  Mtt 22.37/Duet 6.5

”You shall love the Lord you God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength”       The FIRST and GREATEST

2.  And this is the second greatest:  “Love your neighbour as yourself” 

Similar to what is called the Golden Rule of religions:  “Do to others what you want them to do to you”

3.  The command of love that he had just shared with the community of disciples

“Love one another as I have loved you”

as brothers and sisters love one another, even if it kills you

TWO DIFFICULTIES WITH THESE:

1.  It is those who keep these commandments are the ones who love Jesus  v.15
     and those who love Jesus keep these commandments  v.21

2.  Keeping these commandments is linked to receiving the Spirit of God


not as rewards for being good

but because it is impossible to be open to God and other people and not receive the Spirit

There is no easy way of talking about all this LOVE without being very practical and specific – as Jesus was

For Jesus, the action was the proof of the belief

Jesus was very practical about this second command – and this is my point today

Parable of the Good Samaritan  Luke 15

· moral of which is NOT to go out and be kind to people

· but redefines who is your neighbour – not my buddy

· NEIGHBOUR = the stranger you meet, including your enemy

Judgment of the Nations  Matt 25.31ff     Son of Man says:

· “Come you blessed ones and inherit the Kingdom”

· for you fed me, gave me drink, welcomed me, and clothed me

· “when did we see you?”  “When you did it to the stranger you did it to me”

· “Go, depart from me”

· for you did not, feed me, give me a drink, welcome me or clothe me

· When did we not do this?  When you did not do it to the stranger

Let me raise an important matter in our church that I believe this reading leads us to

It is my observation that, generally speaking, we fail here to welcome the stranger 
         – that is, love our neighbour 

Like many churches up and down the country we are very poor at befriending the new person, the outsider, the stranger – our neighbour, as Jesus describes them

Some churches do manage to do this – but I think we normally fail

· Unless they are met by one of the very few people here who will talk to strangers, many people come here, even try to attend regularly, without being befriended

· I am not talking about saying “hello” and giving out a hymn book and notice sheet

· I am taking about visitors not encountering a warm inclusive community of God’s people

Robert Warren, once the Archbishop’s adviser on mission, said that people need a network to belong to

Research has shown, that if a new person to a church makes six friends (friends) in six weeks, there is a 98% chance that they will stay.

This does not happen in many churches – and sadly it does not happen here unless one of our stalwarts meets them

Churches often say “we are a friendly church”, but someone one asked, “Yes, but how easy is it to make friends there?”

Single woman:
     “Do you know how hard it is to go into a church for the first time by yourself?”

If a stranger comes to your house, it is only polite that you speak to them

Jesus made clear, the stranger is our neighbour, and the command is to love them

And with INCLUSION being such an important issue in our public institutions, why is it not so in the church?

I know various points will be made in response to what I am saying

1. we don’t want to impose ourselves on people who just want to come and be quiet
  a.  I wish that sometimes we were in danger of doing that   -   if only!!
  b.  there are ways of talking to people without being invasive

2. Coffee after the service – not the main issue
  a.  I am not opposed to this – we’ll need more volunteers
  b.  We were no better when we did have coffee
  c.  Evensong last week – the people there for the first time left, as far as I could see, without being engaged by our regulars

3. “It is not my gift” - welcoming the stranger is the calling for all of us
  SHYNESS:  ‘social anxiety’ – it is a fear we need to face – “Do not fear”  e.g. 
  “to love, you have to surrender your fear”
shy people should talk to shy people

4. If we had a Pastoral visiting scheme – we are looking for someone to head that up
  I am not talking about setting anything up 
                             – but us changing who we are and our attitude

5. Embarrassed we might talk to somebody who has been here for a long time
  why is that a problem?

Families have visited this service and have not been welcomed and befriended

Same too with older people, and middle age people, and young adults

And this is nothing to do with the form of this service

e.g. St Paul’s last week – families went because they were befriended

Robert Warren also quotes this from someone who tried to join a church

“It was difficult to connect with the church, it was as if I had to do all the connecting,
  Make myself known, learn how it worked.
  Once I had done this, then people began to connect with me”

If been here for over two years It is for you to make the connection first

Have a chat to somebody you do not know

Offer to explain to them how C Club works

Arrange to meet up for a coffee/pint sometime

See who is stood alone in the Narthex before/after the service you do not recognise  -  “Hello, I have not met you before, have I?”
Take a real interest in other people

Make a friend and introduce them to your friends

If you have folk round for a meal, as Jesus says, don’t just invite your friends,

We have Hindu women attending the Toddler group because one woman had one such conversation

The world/Macclesfield is full of lonely people 
                               – many of whom want to make a connection

AND REMEMBER:  Someone spoke to you when you first came

Many churches are where we are at the moment

But not all are!

CONC:

I am not wanting to pressurise you and manipulate you – dry duty is not love

I am not wanting us to set immediately set a structure/system up – solution ‘over there’

· I am inviting us to change, all of us – we can all do this

“If you love me, you will keep my commandments”

Peter with Jesus after the resurrection

Peter?

Yes Lord?

Do you love me? 

Feed my lambs

There is a link between loving God, and connecting with my fellow human being, my neighbour

Lord you loved us and welcomed us.
Help us to love you, and welcome strangers.  Amen.

