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This I command you, to love one another.

In one way or another we are either all risk takers or descendants of risk takers. What I mean is, 
that in order to get to New Zealand our non-New Zealand forebears, or ourselves if we are not New 
Zealand born, took a risk by getting on a boat most likely, or a plane if more recently, and coming to 
this country. At some point, they or we, got on board. 
“Boarding” was one of Martin Luther’s favourite definitions of faith. Someone without faith, is like 
someone who has to cross an ocean but is so frightened that they cannot get on board the vessel, 
because they do not trust the ship. It is this dynamic I want to explore this morning. 
How is it that Christians so often are seen as people who are soft, who are conservative and pious, 
and who do not rock the boat in any way? I believe it is because we have devalued and defused the 
power of the way of love. This is particularly so when we look at the way love has been able to be 
redefined as fleeting emotions of romance and lust, of liking, of selfishness and possession and 
immature self-centredness. None of these touch the real nature of love, and of God’s love as 
revealed by Jesus in his living.
In this reading from John we hear the words of Jesus as he spells out the model of love for all who 
would follow God’s way. “Greater love has no one than this, that they lay down their life for their 
friends.” Love as Jesus lives it is a risky business. If we say that Jesus is the Way, then the Way is the 
way of love, and that calls those who would follow it to risk everything, including their life.
What is it about the way of love that leads Jesus to the cross? What is it about that way that seems  
inevitably to lead to death? An armed rebellion is one thing, and these throughout history have 
consistently  been opposed with force by the ruling powers. 
I discovered an old Scottish phrase “He has a brass neck.” It means someone has so much self 
confidence that they are willing to stick their neck out, to put themselves in situations that are risky, 
places they could get their heads chopped off as it were. It is the direct opposite of the tall poppy 
syndrome. By being prepared to take risks, things can happen.  A young student asked the famous 
poet, T S Eliot,whether it was true that most critics were failed writers. His reply was “Yes, and so 
are most writers.” In other words, while they had their failures the successful writers kept on 
writing, they kept on risking.  
Look at how Jesus talked. “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” He took 
“loving” out of the common areas of life, out of kinship and friendship and places it in the context of 
wider society. This was really sticking his neck out. 
He also overturned what were accepted as the proper roles in society. These words John writes of 
Jesus come after he has demonstrated what loving service means. In this picture on the screen you 
can see how the artist has captured the appalling consequences of what Jesus was doing on the faces 
of the disciples. This is what love really demands of us and that is why it is such a risky business. It 
overturns roles and status in society. It overturns our old loyalties and says that because God loves 
all, we must love not only those who we like, but also those we hate, and those who hate us.
What are the implications of such a perspective? In my reading I found a number of quotes on risk 
taking, and discovered that all of them seemed to involve the idea of love. All life represents risk and 
the more lovingly we live our lives the more risks we take. Love always requires courage and involves 
risk. Love is being open to others in such a way that we and they have the possibility of growth. To 
grow, though, both pain and joy will be our reward. Whenever we open ourselves to others there lies 
the possibility that they will hurt or injure us. Loving, then, is a risky business, more risky than any 
business decision may ever be, more than any decision as to where we might live or how we might 
live. The invitation is to get on board with God’s kingdom and its demand on our lives to love.



Lets explore God’s model of loving in Jesus. How does it work? First of all God’s love is universal. 
God loves everyone everywhere. While we can sometimes grasp that, we are not always prepared to 
put it into practice. It is easier to sing of God’s love for the whole world than it is for us to simply 
love each person with whom we come in contact. Yes, we can love our families, most of the time, 
sometimes, with real difficulty. And, we can love those who we go to church with, who we socialise 
with, who share the same values with us. The real test is loving those who present some kind of 
problem or threat to us. What labels do we use to push people away from us in our daily living – 
those Maoris, homosexuals, Asians, Moslems  – you know the ones you have labelled. Those labels 
put a film over our eyes so that when we talk to them we talk to the labels and not to the God loved 
person behind the label.
Let’s remember that, because God’s love is continuous, indiscriminate, unprejudiced and without 
exception, there are no forgotten people. There may be forgotten people in our lives, in our 
neighbourhood, our schools, our city, our country, even in our churches. This leads us to see that 
there can be a follow on effect from this sort of love. As we learn to love in this open and vulnerable 
way so there is the possibility of the formation of true community. Not a place where everyone is 
extremely pleasant and where there is no disagreement, but a place where all are acknowledged in 
their differences and where issues are worked out openly, honestly and with a concern for all 
members of the community. There can be no community without such vulnerability, but more 
importantly there can be no peace nor life in all its fullness without community being present.
God’s love is unconditional. That means it never loves if… if I could get you to respond on my terms, 
if your skin were a different colour, if you believed the same things about God, if you will never 
repeat your mistake again, if you will only be grateful for my love. All of these “ifs” are expressions of 
a limited and selfish love. How can any of us be safe in a universe where the Ultimate Reality, God, 
says “I will love you if…”?
God’s love is impartial. The early church struggled with that whole idea as  heard in the reading 
from Acts. Peter, having been given the vision by God of the enormity and unconditional nature of 
God’s love responded by offering baptism to the gentile Cornelius and his family. The rest were 
appalled and tried to stop it. In verse 34 Peter says “Truly I perceive that God shows no partiality.” 
He saw God has no favourites, and took the risk of following Jesus. Peter had been on the receiving 
end of that divine love, of that unconditional acceptance, and could only reciprocate when he found 
someone totally unexpected wanting to respond to that same love and acceptance. He took the risk 
of opening his community of faith. 
We mustn’t romanticise that risk taking either for Peter, or for ourselves. It took a number of 
debates in the Council of Jerusalem before what Peter did was officially accepted, and you can bet 
that even then the conversations didn’t stop after meetings. What might the risks be for keeping our 
community of Scots open and vulnerable to our neighbourhood and to the needs of our society? This 
might be what it means to “abide in Christ” or in Luther’s phrase “to get on board” the vessel of 
Christ – the church. When we know that we are safe in Christ, loved by God, we are free to go 
wherever we want and mix with whoever we find, and do it without fear. Our orientation will be one 
of mission: concerned not with isolating and protecting our inner purity, and safe comfort zones, but 
with finding ways to make the Christ who is within us accessible to others.
It is our ordinary interactions that offer us daily opportunities to risk our openness at the coffee 
shop, the supermarket, on the golf course or gym, at the dinner table, to get on board and join in 
God’s risky enterprise of loving the world. There is where we will find opportunities for growth, life 
and  joy, the joy that can be complete and full within us, as individuals and as a community. Lets face 
the fact that our world is filled with both hate and love, that the two are strangely and sadly mixed. 
While some want us to warmly accept them they are not able to return or pass on the same. We who 
have learned in this community of God’s gracious love have a pool that can be drawn on time and 
time again, and who have our inheritance as descendants of risk takers, try to imitate Jesus as best 
we can through God’s grace. Love as I have loved you.

The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word.


