Easter VI, 2018: Jn.15:9-17 I’ve called you friends – love one another.
I’m going to spend most of this week talking to primary school children about God,
answering all sorts of questions. Most of the time I don’t have a clue what they’re going to
be. They could be anything, and you really have to be on your toes answering them. This
week, though, I have a cheat. One of the teachers leaked a question to me, because they
thought it was to say the least a bit of a curve ball. A child wants to ask, does God believe in
you?
Does God believe in you?
Pity said child, because I’ve now had about a week to think of an answer.
I’m going to take it for granted that God thinks I exist: he made me, so I’m pretty sure he
thinks I’m real.
The more difficult question, maybe, is whether he really believes in me. And in you.
Whether he thinks we’re worthwhile, whether he thinks we’re good, whether there was
much point in making us.
After all, when you look at human beings in general and maybe yourself in particular, it
would be very easy to conclude that actually, no: human beings aren’t really worth it.
Whatever God thought he was doing in creating us, making us in his own image, making us
to be the ones he could work with, the ones he could live and love with …. well, it pretty
obviously didn’t work out. Battles and bad news and tears, that’s what human beings are:
from the grand-scale public disasters of our wars, to the small miseries of each private life.
You could understand God doing as we’re told he did at the beginning of the story of Noah
and the Flood: just deciding that he was sorry he’d made us, that we hadn’t worked out,
that it was time to start again.
But whatever we make of that beginning to the Noah story, the Bible as a whole and the bit
of John’s Gospel that we’ve read this morning is very clear that God doesn’t do that. God
does not give up on the human race. I’ve called you friends, says Jesus. Friends. I don’t call
you slaves or servants, I call you friends, because I’ve shown you who God really is and what
life is really about, and I trust you to get on and do it. I’ve chosen you. You who think you
are so unworthy, so messed up, so not very impressive: I’ve chosen you, and I have called
you my friends. And I trust you to bear fruit, to do and be what God wants. I believe in you.
So here’s the good news for this morning. We are not rubbish. God believes in us. He trusts
us to accomplish what He wants. And what he wants is neither mystifying, nor impossible:
we can know it, and we can do it.
And what he wants is very simple: love one another, as I have loved you. Lay down your
lives for one another.
Now that doesn’t necessarily mean love one another in the sense of feeling all warm and
soppy and soft about each other. Nor, at the other end of the spectrum, does laying down

one’s life for the other mean actually, literally dying for them. It might, sometimes, but not
most of the time.
No, what it means is something much more straightforward than that. To love each other is
to consistently behave as if each other’s interests are more important than our own. To
direct our energy, our effort, our life into making others flourish. It’s when you live that
other-centered life that you are bearing the fruit that God wants, that you’re being who he
made you to be. Being the you He believes in.
How do you live an other centred life? Well, you will know it isn’t just one thing you do. It
isn’t just a matter of supporting charities, or visiting the sick, or comforting the bereaved, or
nurturing children: it’s all these things. In pretty much everything we do, there’s the
possibility to be other-centred, and that’s what God calls us to do.
But to pick just one for this morning: maybe one of the most important ways we can lay
down our lives for each other is in the most undramatic, unglamorous way imaginable.
Maybe the best act of love we could give to someone is just to spend some serious time
listening to them. It can be very, very hard to really listen to people. It’s one reason why so
much of the conversation we have with each other is often rather superficial: we don’t find
it easy to deal with what’s really at the heart of people – their pain, their loneliness, their
anxiety, their grief – so we’d much rather talk about their work, about the weather, about
politics and sport. But there’s so much pain in this community: in this parish, and in this
congregation. There are so many people just longing for someone to really be with them –
not necessarily to solve their problems, not to give good advice, but just to connect, just to
listen and be there. And if you’ve ever tried to do that, ever tried to really listen, you’ll know
it’s hard, it’s costly, it is – just a little – laying your life down. And if you’ve ever really been
listened to, you’ll know quite how important, quite how wonderful it is.
Now I suspect, if you’re anything like me, that you have a fairly shrewd sense of where you
might need to do just that. Of who it is that really needs you to slow down, to listen, to carry
some of their load. And if you’re anything like me, you will also – at least sometimes – pretty
deliberately choose not do so. Because there’s always something more important to do.
More urgent, more useful. So here’s the challenge for this week. Just once, don’t do the
more important thing. Don’t be more urgent, and more useful. Make the time for the
person you know who is in difficulty or pain, and open yourself to some of it. One
conversation, one real openness to another person’s needs. Think now, of who it’s going to
be. Pray for them, and then go, talk to them. Because God believes in you. He believes in
you so much, that He’s made you the way through which his love and healing can touch that
person. He calls you his friend. Don’t let him down.
Peter Waddell
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