
Fifth Sunday of Easter—May 19, 2019 

John 13:31-35


The teacher asked her class if anyone could give an example of the difference between “like” and 
“love.” Billy raised his hand and said, “I like my parents, but I love Milk Duds.” Obviously 
there’s more than one way to define “love.” 

How does Jesus define “love” when he commands his followers to love one another? 

Is he talking about the kind of feeling that makes your knees go wobbly and stomach flutter with 
butterflies when your sweetie walks into the room? Or is he talking about the kind of deep, 
intense love that we feel for a child, or spouse, or parent? 

Many of you have had that experience of seeing your son or daughter for the first time and 
instantly falling fiercely in love with that little bald creature, and knowing in your heart that there 
is nothing that you would not do for their sake. 

But nobody needed to command you to love your baby. And nobody had to command you to fall 
in love with that special someone. This kind of love springs into our hearts involuntarily and 
sometimes takes us quite by surprise. 

But Jesus commands his followers to love one another. Did you know that this is the only thing 
that Jesus ever commanded us? He never says you have believe this list of 25 things about me. 
He never says you have to follow this precise set of rules. The only thing he ever commanded us 
is to love one another. 

Why a commandment? Apparently Jesus knew that church members would not always feel love 
for each other but sometimes would have to work at it. This kind of love is not a spontaneous 
feeling—or even a feeling at all—but a commitment to a way of life, a certain way of being in 
community together. And it is grounded in the way that Jesus loves us. 

Consider the setting in which Jesus says this. It’s the Last Supper. Judas has just left the room to 
go betray Jesus. A few verses later Jesus says he knows that Peter, the leader of the twelve, will 
deny him three times. 



Notice also that Jesus talks about his departure. He says, “Where I’m going, you cannot come.  
Not yet.”  In other words, “You all are going to have to figure out how to live together as a 
community, when I am no longer with you in person.” 

How are they going to deal with Peter? Will they be able to forgive him? Will they be able to 
swallow their anger and welcome him back into the group? Will they be able to work with him in 
sharing the gospel? 

Or what if they continue to argue with each other about which one of them is the greatest, as they 
have done the whole time Jesus has been with them? Are they going to keep that up, or will they 
be able to set aside selfish ambition and personal agendas for the good of the community and 
their mission? 

What about when they disagree on matters of teaching? What about when they have differences 
of opinion on how to engage the diverse world around them? 

Conflict was sort of a theme in the early church. Every community that Paul wrote to was 
experiencing conflict of some sort—how to believe, what to teach, how to live their faith. The 
community that grew out of the gospel of John eventually became so conflicted that the author of 
the First Letter of John had to remind them:  “Those who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their 
brothers and sisters (lingo for church members), are liars; for those who do not love a brother or 
sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen.” 

So how did the church survive all of the conflicts and disagreements of the early years and 
subsequent generations? It must be that brothers and sisters—church folk—somehow learned to 
love one another even when they didn’t feel like it. It must be that they learned to love one 
another even when they disagreed about important things. It must be that they learned to love 
one another, setting aside self-interest for the sake of the church’s mission in the world, the 
mission of sharing the good news of God’s mercy and love. They must have learned to love one 
another just as Jesus had loved them—persistently, selflessly, intentionally, and not because they 
were so easy to love. If the Holy Spirit had not empowered the church to love like Jesus, we 
would have splintered into a hundred sects and become extinct long ago. 

Church is where we practice loving like Jesus, so that we can go and do it in our daily lives. We 
practice in lots of ways, but since it’s Music Sunday, I’ll pick on the choir.  

In a church choir, everyone is welcome. We don’t hold auditions. Everyone who shows up is 
welcome to participate. All voices—high, low, and in between. All ages—young, old, and in 
between. All skill levels from expert music readers to those who sort of, maybe, on a good day 



can tell a quarter note from a half note. Those who have a good ear and those who really have to 
work at it. Those who have a solid sense of rhythm and those who have two right feet. Despite 
all these differences, I’ve never heard of anybody getting kicked out of a church choir. All are 
welcome. 

And though these differences—in ability levels, gifts, skills—can be challenging, the result is 
beautiful—always beautiful—because the result is all these diverse voices coming together to 
praise God for the gift of God’s love. 

Dear church, this is the song that is ours to sing. We are the community that loves one another as 
Jesus has loved us, and practices it together so that we can go and live this kind of love in the 
world. In an age where we seem so determined to pit one group of people against another and 
stoke fear of others for personal gain, this is perhaps our greatest witness. This is our story. This 
is our song. We love like Jesus—persistently, selflessly, intentionally, generously and not because 
others are always so easy to love. May the melody of God’s love for us in Christ truly become 
the song that is sung by our daily lives. 
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