Learning to Love Others

A sermon preached by the Revd. Theodore S. Atkinsan, pastor, Oxford, Presbyterian Church, Oxford,
Pé&onMarch 9, 1986 Seripture Lessons: 1 Samuel 12:1-4; 2 Sarnuel 1 :25-26; Romans 12:9-21;
John 12:34-35,

what's the mark of g Christian? Throughout the ages Christisns heve
devised all sorts of symbols to identify thermselves as followers of Christ.
They've worn crucifires. They've placed the sign of the fish on their doors.
They've worn lapel pins. They've put burmper stickers on their cars.
They've warn distinctive kinds of clothing like the mennanites.

All those things are fine. There's nothing wrong with them. But Jesus
told us the most important mark of 8 Christien is love. On the eve of the
crucifixion he gathered his 1ittle band of aposties together in an upper

roorzi. Araong the many things he shared with them that evening, perhaps

*he'alas-fmst insistent-about-was theirneed to-love-one another. ———r |
A new cd»fnrna'l:]dfv’hen{l give you: Love one another. | have Toved you, so “1
you must 1ove one another. All will know that you are my disciples if you
love one another.”

Christ wants love to be the mark of @ Christian in &1l our relationships.
Today I'd like to talk with you about our need to learn to love our farmilies,
our friends, and our fellow Christians.

Firsi, o Jemiiies. As the old saying goes, “charity begins at ,
hore." Love tmust begin at home. Charlie Brawn once said, "1 love all ‘
hurnanity. It's just individual pecple that | can't stand.” Sometimes it's
easier to have a geners! kind of Tove for humankind than it 15 to have a
specific love for our family members.

In one of Charles Dickens novels there's a womean weho loved the poor

natives in Africa. She collected maney for therm. She made clothes for

thern. She attended all the anti-slavery meetings. She made speeches. In
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the meanwhile her own children were dressed in rags, living in fitth,
undertiourizhed, with no mother to look sfter them. Sometimes Christians
can be so caught up in loving people far away that we neglect our duty to
lave our own families,

Carl Jung, the great psychologist, ance met & very haly man. He was so
impressed by this man Until he saw how this man treated his wife. She
was & tissue of neuroses and suffering beceuse of the unkind and unloving
way he treated her. It became clear to Jung that this man's priorities
were all messed up. His reputation for being & holy snd laving person was
more important to him than loving his wife.

sometimes the family is the one place we allow curselves the Juxury of
being rude and disrespectiul. We say cutting and mean things to our wife
.or childréror parents that Wewouldn't daresay to-eneighbor. Sometimes
the modern fad of being honest and open about cur feelings is merely an
excuse for venting all the venorm and anger and hatred pent up inside us.
We excuse our meaness by saying, "l just had to be honest and open.”

How can we learn to love our families better? Let me suggest three
Wways. firel, ihere's Hislesing s impossible for us to love other
people unless we listen to them. The kind of listening I'm talking about is
listening which doesn't quickly judge.

I can remetnber as a high scheal student gaing over to my sister, Mary's,
house to talk about my doubts about God. She zat and listened for hours
without arguing, without criticising, without judging, without preaching
ta me. From time to time she would ask questions to help her understand
e better. So often when | have been listened to by others | realise things
about myself | didn't know before. As a friend listens {o me talk about &

problerm ar a conflict so often an answer comes to me that helps me work
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out my problems. We learn to love our families when we listen to them.

Secandly, we lesrs Lo jave aur fomilies by tovching, hugaing,
Xissing Some people are never touched except in anger. One young man
said that the only time he could remember being touched by his father wes
when he was spanked. There's & horne in downiown Buffalo, New York that
ry farmer church supported in mission giving called Simple Gi7is It's a
home for battered wives. There are many wamen whose experience with
touching has been extremely painful.

But some of the warmest mermaories | have from childhood have ta do
with touching. | remember as a l1ittle boy sitting on my fether's lap with
his arrns around me as he read to me. | remember putting my arms sround

iy mothers legs and hugging them when | wes frightened. | remember

wemilliBUkisSEE dnd hugs. Touch is e way of saying,’l Tove you. Imtimesof— . e —
tragedy and loss, & hug, an embrace can say, "! love you" so much more |
effectively than words. We can learn to love our families by lesrning how
to touch them, hug ther, and kiss them in love.
Tairdly, ihere's lime shered wilh Temily members. Love can't
be expressed without making time for the person whom we love. A man
decided to teke the day off from work to go fishing with his boy. At the
end of the day both father and son wrote in their separate disries. The
father wrote, "Took the day off. Went fishing with my boy. Felt like |
gecomplished nothing.” The son scribbled in his diary, "This has been the
best day ever. | spent the whole day with dad fishing.”
Susanniah Wesley, the mather of John and Charles Wesley, had 20
children. She made & rule to spend et least one hour slone with each ane of
thern each week. Maybe that was the secret of the spiritual strength of

her twao famous sone,



Wives and husbands need time alone with each ather as well as
children. We learn to love our marriage partners when we're alone
together with them. When was the last time you spent & couple haurs
alone with your matrriage partner? Wwhen was the 1ast time you splurged
and went out Lo dinner together? You may be thinking, "well, | can't afford
a Tancy restaurant with candles and orchestra.” Then teke & candle and &
portable radic with you to the Burger King. Order you Big Whopper, Tight
your candle and tune in the radio to some romantic music. You might even
see Herb. Rommance shouldn't be the monopaoly of the rich. We learn to love
our farmilies when we spend time with them,

I've talked about learning Lo love aur families. Aew Sawe c&n we
legryr 1o layve ayr frienads betier? David and Jonathan loved one
another sscfriendsDavid-says of Jonathan, "Your love-for e was ~ ——
wonderful, more wonderful than that of women." We're told that "Jonathan
hecame ane in spirit with David, and he laved him as himself.” That
lenguage probably mekes & 1ot of us feel uncomfortable. 've even heard
ridiculous arguments that David and Jonathen were homosexuals because
their lave for ane another surpassed that of women.

But. snyone who's experienced a deep bond of friendship with & person of
the same sex knows that love rarely has anything sexusl about it. The fear
of hormosexuality, known as homophobis, is go great among sorme
Christians that any close, warm, loving relationship among two men o
two women is highly suspect. For some reason, unknown to me, people
whaose cultural background is Morthern Eurcpean, tend to be so reserved
about expressions of love towards friends. I'm that wey myself.

We suffer unless we're able to learn how to love ohe another as friends.

How mary of us have real friends as opposed to acquaintances? How many
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of us have a friend with whom you could share anything withaut the
relationship being threatened?

A professional caunselor once told me that every married couple should
have ai least 20 friends in common. He said thet the lack of friendship is
at the root of & Tot of divorce. [t used to be that a couple got married and
lived in the same town with all their relatives. There was a built in
support system to keep marriages working. The wife had sisters and aunis
35 well as & mother to talk with and work alongside of. Taoday, though,
many of us grow up and move far away fram our families. Without close
friends a husband snd wife cen come to feel very isolated, lonely and
unsupported in raugh tirmes.

I've talked now, Tirst, about Tearning to love our families; secondly,

Clearning toluverour friends; and novw, 2Aa7ird, 7 went 1o 85y samelding

airaul jesrning la Jave ane spather s Chrisiians Pastors often
feel & kind of despair because there are times when they have to try to
keep peace arnong the various factions inte which congregstions are
always threastening to divide; conflicts between men and womer, conflicts
between young and old, conflicts between traditionalists and iconoclasts,
canflicts between liberals and conservatives, conflicts between
high-church and low-church Christians. There are times when Christians
hold tang grudges against ather Christians.

We need to learn to love one another as Christians, We need to work
constantly et it. St. Paul wrote, "Be devoted to one snother in brotherly
love. Honor ane another above yourselves. Share with God's peaple who are
in need. Practice hospitality. Do not be proud.”

| remember an incident that took place in my last church. There was

division in the church. The issue was of great theclogical impaortance that
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would affect all future generations of Chrisiians in the church either for
good ar for i), The issue was whether or not to have a square dance in the
church feltawship hall. It hed never been done before. There were sirong
feelings that it should never be done. | celled a special sesson meeting. |
couldi't sleep very well the night before the meeting. | envisioned all
sorts of terrible things happening. The motion was tnade to have the
square dance and the issue was thoroughly dizcussed, all sides were given
the opportunity to spesak. We debated pro and con the biblical and
theologicsal basis for and against square dancing in the church. The vote
was taken. The square dancers won, | was afreid of how the ﬁr:ti~;.quaré
dancers would react since feelings were running high. After the vote was

taken one of the most conservative and vocal elders wanted to make

= grothermotioT " Would iToe something motivated out of hurt and anger? -—

Since the issue had been narrowly decided by majority vote he maved that
the session leave that evening with & message to the congregation that the
seasion unanimously approves the square-dance. it was passed. A
potentially devisive issue turned out to lead to healing. And some of those
wha voled against the square-dance came to the church social and

thoroughly enjoued themselves. What & beautiful expression of love and

‘graciousness was expressed by the losing side.

| knaw that this church has stories as remarkable. We're blessed by
having such diversity in this church. Diversity is a strength, not &
weakness or a8 problem. Think of the people Jesus called fo be hiz
disciples; Matthew the tax-collector in cahoots with the Raran
oppressors and Simen the revolutionary freedom fighting zealat; the
intuitive Jehn who believed Jesus had risen from the dead without having

seen him and doubting Thomas who would not believe without hard
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evidence. Jesus called men, women, Gentile and Jew, rich and paor,
conservative and liberal and taught them sl how to Tove one anather. It's
a beautiful and attractive thihg to see Christians of such diverse points of
view learning to lave one another, being devoted to one snother in love, and
working together for Christ and his kingdom.

Finally, seldom can we offer to others much truly self-giving lave until
we've received it from the Divine Laver in ane way or ancther. How do we
know that God laves us? How can we be sure that he's the laving pursuer
down our nights and dowr our days? Because Gad became flesh in Jesus of
Mazareth. He healed the sick. He loved the unloved. And on the cross he
loved us to death. He laved us 50 much that he took our sins upon himself

and gave to us his goodness and his very life. This morning | hape and pray

; p— that each one ol us will see more clearly our need of -his love and grace apd- JU——————
will open our hearts and minds and wills to his loving embrace so that we
can, in turn, learn better to love others; family, friends, and fellow
Christians. Then this town will 4#an that we are Christisns by our love.
Arnen

Let us pray:



