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“Little Children
1
” 

 

If you grew up in a house with other children,  

 it’s pretty likely you heard something like this more than once in your life: 

   “Stop fighting, you two!   

    What do you think you’re doing?   

    Brothers & sisters are supposed to love each other!” 

Do you remember your inner response to such a statement? 

 Chances are it was something along the lines of:   

  “Love?!  Love her after she’s done THAT to me?!  Be reasonable!” 

 

Then, when you grew up and found yourself in the role of a parent or babysitter of siblings,  

 you likely found yourself shouting the same words: 

    “Stop fighting, you two!  Brothers & sisters are supposed to love each other!” 

And what was their inner response?   

 Probably the same thing:  "Love?!  After what HE did?!  No way!"   

 Responding to such a situation with love would not be reasonable! 

 

When raising children we are very quick to point them towards love – especially if they're our children.    

We love them both dearly and we want them to look at each other with that same unconditional love. 

But outside of the family system, it may not be quite so clear.   

If our child gets into a fight with a friend, or acquaintance, or class bully,  

 we may find ourselves getting drawn into the fray, taking sides, protecting, defending our own. 

And when we take children out of the equation altogether  

 and think about our "adult" response to provocation by another adult,  

  we find ourselves acting as if we were but children ourselves,  

   sucked in by our emotions of anger and fear  

    while love is left lingering on the periphery, almost forgotten.   

 

I bet I could provoke a negative emotional response in almost every one of you right now with a mere 2 words:   

 Trump.  Hillary. 

 Am I right?! 

We are so used to this negative reactive playground mentality,  

 that it seems almost normal to respond out of almost any emotion except love. 

What do we do when someone says or does something to offend us?   

And what do we do when such a thing happens within the community of the church,  

 within the family of God, between brothers and sisters in Christ? 

 

In the part of the gospel story we read this morning  

 we find Jesus and his disciples sharing what Jesus knows will be their last meal together.   

The end is near, and urgently he reminds them of the one thing they need to remember above all else:   

 "
34-35

 [I] give you a new command:  Love one another.  In the same way I loved you, you love one another.   

   This is how everyone will recognize that you are my disciples —  

    when they see the love you have for each other." 

Nice words.  Just what we'd expect Jesus to say.   
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But remember the context.   

 Right before this part of the story, Jesus has already told them that one of them is about to betray him  

  and Judas has snuck away into the night.   

 Right after this part of the story,  Jesus tells Peter  

  that not only will he fail to follow Jesus, he will deny him three times.   

 Obviously Jesus knows how each & every one of his disciples, his friends, his chosen family, will respond. 

   They will betray him, deny him, and abandon him.   

   Their natural reaction to the overwhelming anger and fear that would overcome them  

    would be to return to their wounded, scared, childish selves,  

     lashing out, blaming, and refusing to forgive.   

   They would play the blame game, and destroy their community in the process.    

But these disciples were siblings in God’s family.  They were brothers and sisters.   

 No wonder Jesus addresses his new command to them with these words:  "
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Little children…"  

  "
33 
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...Love one another.  In the same way I loved you, you love one another." 

 The only thing that could preserve their unity was love,  

  a love so deep, so strong, so unconditional, that they would be willing to die for each other. 
 

And they did.   

 The early disciples lived together.  They prayed together.  They pooled all their resources.   

 They brought communion every week to the sick and homebound who couldn’t join them at worship  

 They fed the hungry and clothed the poor.   

 They healed the sick, housed the homeless, and visited the incarcerated.   

 When plagues hit towns and villages and pagans threw their own diseased family members out the door, 

  Christians ministered to those who were ill,  

   knowing full well that they were exposing themselves to an illness  

    that could very possibly lead to their own deaths, 

   but doing it anyway,  

    because Jesus had called them to lay down their lives for love just as he had done. 

All these things Christians did, not only for each other but for everyone else as well,  

 understanding that every human being was God’s child and their sister or brother. 

For three centuries people would say:  "Look at those Christians!  How they love each other!"   

 just as Jesus had told them.    

No wonder Christianity spread like wildfire! 
 

In today's mainline denominations we run the risk of seeing this command  

 as an unattainable ideal that lives on the periphery of our consciousness, 

 not something that we are actually expected to do in real life.   

But we are.   

Whether that means forgiving someone who has hurt us,  

 or trying to understand people who hold beliefs that offend us,  

 or putting the best construction on another's actions rather than jumping to the worst assumption,  

  Jesus’ words call us out of our childish thoughts and feelings and behaviors into a brand new way of life 

   – a way that is so entirely different from the rest of the world that it defies logic. 

We are called to love people who betray us as badly as Judas betrayed Jesus; 

we are called to love people who deny us as vehemently as Peter denied Jesus; 

we are called to love people who abandon us as completely as the rest of those disciples abandoned Jesus; 

we are even called to love politicians we may find despicable – like Donald Trump and Hilary Clinton. 
 

As we go about on the playgrounds of our lives, we are called to remember that we are indeed all one family, 

 brothers and sisters of Christ, beloved by our Heavenly Parent  

  who not only gives us the command to love but the power to do so –  

   the power that comes through Christ who is risen – who is risen indeed!   Hallelujah!  Amen 


