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	They’ll Know We Are Christians by . . .
John 13:33-35; 1 John 4:7-12

Our first scripture reading comes from the Gospel of John, from the speech that Jesus gave his disciples at the Last Supper. We read John 13, verses 33-35:
33Little children, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, “Where I am going, you cannot come.” 34I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. 35By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.’
So here’s the situation. Jesus is saying goodbye to his disciples, whom he is leaving in a frankly terrible situation. For starters, they are a hated sub-group of a despised faith. That is, the Roman Empire could barely tolerate the Jews, and even the Jews hated the Christians. So, the disciples had no friends. Second, Jesus is leaving them without structure or organization or even competent leadership. Everyone knew that he had chosen Peter to lead the group when he was gone, but no one could figure out why. The guy was all mouth. But to this friendless, ill-equipped assortment, Jesus was going to leave a massive task: “go unto all the world and make disciples.” So this supper is Jesus’ last chance to give them final instructions. This is what he comes up with: love each other. That’s how people will know you belong to me.
	Don’t you think this sounds a little limited and unambitious? It’s not, go out and love the world; just “love each other.” It feels a little short-sighted, even inward-focused. Jesus is giving them a worldwide mission, but his last word to them is an internal memo on loving other people within their own circle. But maybe it’s not quite so short-sighted after all. Let’s interrogate this command. Remember that the Great Commission doesn’t say to go ye therefore and make converts – that is, recruit more people for the group. The command is to make disciples. So what is a disciple? Well, it’s someone who is being gradually formed into the image of Christ. And what is the primary characteristic of Christ that we are to imitate? Love. How do we learn to love? There is only one way: to experience it. To experience being loved, and to experience loving others. You cannot learn love by study; it has to be by experience. So Jesus’ first priority is that the group of people following him should form a community where they can both experience and practice love. There is no discipleship apart from that.
	And let me add one thing: he does not say that his followers are only to love each other. Occasionally we’ll have a Christian group that seems to feel that way: God loves only us, and so do we. No, all Jesus says is that it starts within the community. We are to love each other within the church until loving begins to feel natural – until it becomes easier to love than not to love – at which point that love will naturally follow us out of the church to the rest of the world. Or, to use a different analogy, the church is like a bowl, which we are to fill with love and keep filling with love until it spills over. Love is supposed to saturate the church so thoroughly that when people outside the group look at us, that’s all they see.
	A brief digression here. Sometimes I think the modern church skips this first step in our eagerness to reach out. I have been to many training sessions on evangelism, and they all spend a lot of time trying to get people comfortable with the idea of inviting others to church, using practice sessions and role-playing exercises to overcome our reluctance to do that. But here’s a question: Why are we so reluctant to invite people to church? We aren’t reluctant to tell people about the great book we just read, or the cool restaurant we just discovered. Is it, perhaps, because deep down we aren’t entirely sure that our friends will like our church? Are we not sure that they’ll be welcomed? Are we a little worried that our church will embarrass us?
	I don’t mean that this or that church is bad. I assume that everyone who is involved in a church loves it. If we didn’t feel a part of the church family, we’d leave. But family’s a curious thing. As much as we love our family, we don’t always want our friends to meet them, do we? Too often, I think, we love our church in the same way that we love our weird relatives. That aunt who taught us to embroider and always had shake-and-squirt whipped cream in her fridge when we visited, and whom we will always love, but who also has long, detailed conversations with her rosebushes. Or that uncle who can fix anything and would do anything for anyone and is totally a great guy so long as you can keep the conversation away from QAnon. We do love these people! We just don’t necessarily want to be seen with them in public. For a lot of people, I think church is like that: part of our lives we’d rather not have to explain to friends.
	But now, imagine the church that Jesus envisioned in John 13, the church that is known first of all and above all for the depth and quality of its mutual love. We would need no training sessions on how to overcome our reluctance to bring people to that church. Bringing our friends to that church would be the most natural thing in the world. 
	Late in the New Testament, long after the Gospel of John, there are three letters that also bear that name. We don’t know for sure that the Gospel and the letters of John were written by the same person, but the style and content are pretty darn close. This is how the first letter of John pictures the church.
We read 1 John 4, verses 7-12:
7Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 8Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. 9God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. 10In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. 12No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us.
Again, the identifying characteristic of Christ’s church should be love. That’s when we look like God. 
So, how are we doing? I’m talking about the church as a whole. How, in your experience, is Christianity known to the non-Christian world? As a place of unconditional, overflowing love?
Yeah, ouch. In 2007, David Kinnaman, the head of Barna Research group – a Christian polling firm – did an extensive survey of young adults outside the church, asking them how they perceived Christianity. His published results are organized around these headings: hypocritical, only concerned with getting converts, anti-gay, sheltered, too political, and judgmental. In 2011, Kinnaman went back and did another survey, this time including Christian young adults, and reported those results, basically, like this: “Oh, yeah. We forgot shallow, anti-science, repressive, exclusive, and rigid.” And that was more than a decade ago. Since then we have only become more divided, more rancorous, more absorbed by politics. Christianity is increasingly looking less like Christ’s community of love and more like an adjunct to our dysfunctional politics. Some Christians’ core beliefs seem to be just whatever the Republicans are saying these days while other Christians’ creed is indistinguishable from the Democratic party platform. Unsurprisingly, Christianity continues to wither. Sometimes the weird uncle is just too weird.
Now I know that some of this is the doing of the media. There are tens of thousands of strong, loving, committed, followers of Christ who are quietly ministering to our broken world, but you would never know that from the news. But that’s nothing new. Bad news has always led the headlines, because that’s what we all turn to first. No one slows down and cranes their necks to watch someone driving responsibly, only to look at the wreck. In the same way, you’ll never see a news article about a church that is quietly caring for people in nursing homes, but you’ll read about the church sex scandal for weeks. So, no, the church isn’t really as bad as you might think from its clippings. But let us not find comfort in that. Jesus didn’t tell his disciples to go ye therefore and be less horrible than everyone thinks you are. He told us to be universally known for our love.
[bookmark: _GoBack]But what are we supposed to do? It feels overwhelming. How are we, one church in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, to counteract the picture presented by the Christian nationalist movement, stockpiling AR-15s in preparation for the crusade against the heathen Democrats? What are we supposed to do in the face of the latest revelations about church leaders concealing and perpetuating child sexual abuse by clergy? How are we supposed to fix that? And of course, we can’t. But we can go back to John 13, where Jesus told a small room full of people to love each other and to let that be their signature move.
Our mission, should we choose to accept it, is to become a group of people who love each other without reservation, without exception, so that when people walk in our doors or meet us in the street, that love is the first thing that they notice. Our mission is to become a place where love is habitual, to the extent that it begins to feel natural even when we’re no longer at church. Our mission is to love so much and so pervasively that love feels ordinary to us, a garment that we used to put on for church but that got so comfortable that we kept forgetting to take it off again when we left, and now we just wear it all the time. Maybe we won’t convert the world or change the course of society, but we can at least be the people that belie the next horrible news report about Christians. We can be the people who allow our neighbors to see a different image of Christ. It’s a limited goal, I know, but it’s where Jesus told us to start.
Have I ever known a church that reached that point? No. Not this one either. We aren’t there yet, and that includes me. I will say this, though. Of all the churches I’ve known, this one has as good a head start as any. Over the next couple of weeks, I’ll be talking about some specific dos and don’ts in this process that Paul mentions, but we’ll leave those for now. For now, we’re just charting our course. This is our journey. This is our mission. Love one another. That’s how people will know we belong to Christ.
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