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In John’s Easter faith, he helps us understand that all of us need to hear and re-
hear the simple things about faith. We all need a refresher course that calls to mind 
things that earlier in our faith dazzled us with insight and meaning. In this letter of 
John, he takes the two large ideas of "Love" and "Faith" and plays them off each 
other as if they are two moons circling in independent orbits. John’s interest is in 
making sure that we make the connections between the two. He wants us to 
understand that they demonstrate their relationship to each in the practical ways in 
which we live. 
 
It doesn’t take much living to realize that one of our hardest tasks in the church is 
loving one another. We’re like little children who share a household together. We 
are like little brothers and sisters who fight and bicker and ignore one another in 
frozen silences that can go on forever. But when we do that, we fail miserably in 
our task of being the family of God. 
 
John puts his finger on the issue and reminds us that our love must be the kind of 
love that looks out for one another when in need. He asks, “How can we say we 
love God and ignore each other when in need?” The problem presented here is 
deeper than merely taking care of benevolent needs that are occasionally present 
among the sisters and brothers of the family of God. John goes deeper by pointing 
out that what was withheld was more than a loaf of bread or a warm place to stay. 
What was missing was the heart-felt compassion of Jesus. If compassion is missing 
in the believer’s heart, what is there? Can God’s love be present in one who doesn’t 
have the gift of human concern for a hurting sister or brother? 
  
Love is not a matter of word and speech. Love can only be seen, not verbalized. 
Love is action that embodies the truth. That’s what separates Christianity from 
privatized religions only held in the privacy of one’s beliefs. We cannot hide our 
faith in the inner sanctuary where only we go love and faith go together, 
inseparably joined together as two evidences of the same reality. 
 
A young mechanic from Chicago went to San Francisco for a vacation, got drunk, 
was rolled for his money, and ended up in jail without a penny. It was in jail that he 
learned that St. Anthony’s Catholic Church fed the homeless every day and so he 
went there for a meal when he got out, before heading back to Chicago broke and 
wounded. After sitting down with his meal at an empty table, a woman began 
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cleaning the table next to where he sat.  
 
“When do we get down on our knees, lady?” the mechanic called over to her. “You 
don’t here,” she replied. 
 
“Then when’s the sermon, the lecture, the god-talk, huh?” “Aren’t any,” she replied 
again. “Well, what’s the gimmick?” he persisted uncomfortably. 
 
The well-dressed woman brushed her hair back and pointed to the Latin inscription 
over the entrance, “Caritate Dei.” The brash young traveler squinted up at it and 
slurred the unfamiliar words. “What’s it mean, lady?” “Out of love for God,” she said 
with a smile and moved on to clean another table. 
 
That’s the kind of story that John would tell us to illustrate his message. In truth, 
we don’t have a sermon to preach. We don’t have a message to share because we 
don’t have anything if we don’t have the love of our compassionate God in our 
hearts making us act before we speak.  
 
“We read the Bible like a self-help book, not as a call to obedience. We love finding 
the truths that tune up our marriage, but skip over the stuff that challenges our 
politics.”1 
 
The radical liberating Jesus calls us to do extraordinary things, including 
representing him to a world that needs to know him. But among the most 
demanding of things that we are called to do is to love one another. Loving one 
another is not another pious platitude we dress up and sweetly tell each other. We 
are to act it out in the way that we look after one another. 
 
John lived a long time after his three years with Jesus. But I think the betrayal of 
the disciples (including him) stayed in his heart as a lingering memory of what it 
truly meant to follow Jesus. They had been tested and they failed the test. It was a 
memory that shadowed everything he did. There’s no question John understood 
Jesus had forgiven them of their failures. He knew Jesus had embraced them and 
shared grace with them after the resurrection. Jesus was tender with them and 
openly embraced them as brothers who were restored into the full favor of God. But 
the reality stuck with him like a wound that would never fully be forgotten. I think 
he carried that memory around with him like a scar as a constant reminder of how 
close he had come to losing Christ. That’s a powerful and cleansing thing. Your sins 
can cripple you from all joy and life, but the forgiveness of God can empower you 
once again. 
 
In Christ, we are one. We share the sign of God’s redemptive love and 
transformation in the mystery of being a part of the family of God. When we share 
the communion of his body and blood, we show the signs of the Kingdom of the full 

                                                           
1 From “Christian Perspectives on Health, Sickness and Ministry,” Christian Life Commission Workshop, Austin, 
Texas, Feb. 1997 
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reign of God. By entering the family of God, we take on the promise we will care 
gently and lovingly with one another. 
 
Ralph Wood, University Chaplain at Furman, wrote of the time he accompanied one 
of his former students to a local prison for the baptism of one of the inmates. A 
guard escorted the prisoner from behind a fence topped with razor wire. There were 
just the three of them, with the guard looking curiously on. The barefoot prisoner 
stepped into a large wooden crate that had been lined with a plastic sheet and filled 
with water. It looked like a large coffin and rightly so. This was not a warmed and 
tiled baptistry. This was a place of death:  a watery chaos from which God 
graciously made the world and to which, in rightful wrath, he almost returned it. 
 
Pronouncing the Trinitarian formula, the pastor lowered the new believer down into 
the liquid grave to be buried with Christ and then raised up to eternal life. Though 
the water was cold, the man was not eager to get out. Instead, he stood there, 
weeping for joy. When at last he left the baptismal box, they thought he would 
hurry away to change into something dry, but they were mistaken. The prisoner, 
the newborn Christian, told them, “I want to wear these clothes as long as I can ... 
in fact, I wish I never had to take a shower again.”  
 
They walked to the nearby tables and sat quietly in the warm Carolina sun hearing 
this prisoner explain why his baptismal burial was too good to dry off: “I’m now a 
free man,” he declared. “I’m not impatient to leave prison because this wire can’t 
shackle my soul. I know that I deserved to come here, to pay for what I did. But I 
also learned here that someone else has paid for all my crimes.”  
  
All of us enter the Kingdom of God in that same way:  prisoners of sin and paying 
dearly for how we’ve lived. We are shackled and have no way of escape and yet 
God offers us pardon and offers to place us in a family of faith expecting us to love 
and care for one another.  
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