EVENSONG – 6 May 2018 
Readings: 
Acts 10.44 - end, page 1105 Pew Bible; 
John 15.9 - 17, page 1083 Pew Bible; 
Psalm 98, page 103 Pew Bible, page 20/471 Prayer Book.
Theme: Love has its challenges
At first sight our readings tonight are a very cosy bunch – our gospel reading from John is all about love, our reading from Acts is about the Holy Spirit coming to the Gentiles, and Psalm 98 is a great hymn of praise.  Readings one would think are all great encouragement, but not much to challenge us.  Or is that the case?  Perhaps we should look at them a bit more closely.
Firstly, our gospel reading.  Jesus tells us that just as his Father loved him, so he has loved us.  He wants us to share that love.  Now love, we think is a free gift.  But look at the next sentence and we find that there is actually a condition attached.  We will remain in that love if we obey Jesus’ commands.  
Jesus tells us that he has told us this, so that his joy may be in us and that that joy may be complete.  
So it seems that in order to enjoy Jesus’ love and joy we must obey his commands.  So what are the commands that we have to keep in order to enjoy Jesus’ (and his Father’s) love and make our joy complete?  
Well, it sounds quite simple ‘Love each other as I have loved you’.  But is it really that simple?  Jesus goes on to say, presumably predicting his death and resurrection, that greater love has no one than to lay down his (or her) life for their friends.  Well that’s alright, it’s highly unlikely that any of us will be in a position where we actually need to lay down our lives for one or more of our friends.  
But what does this statement really mean in relation to our daily lives?  Unlike, some of our Christian brethren in other countries, we are unlikely to have to lay down our lives for our faith.  But surely the reality is that Jesus expects us to live in a way that is sacrificial of ourselves.  To show love to others in a manner that will mean we make sacrifices of time, money, emotions, or goods.  To do things for or with others which we don’t find comfortable, because by doing so we are showing love to them.  
And who is ‘each other’?  Is it just our friends, our relations, our fellow church members, our neighbours? – people we probably have some affinity with and are quite happy to show love to.  Or is it the people we don’t naturally like, the awkward people, the outcasts of our society?  I think it is probably both, but we need to take care not to spend so much time loving those we like that we squeeze out time to show love to the others.  After all, Jesus may have spent a lot of time with his disciples, but he also set us an example of going out of his way to show love to those in his society that the average well-respected Jew would not have any time for and would go so far as to cross the road to avoid.  
But how can we come to love the unlovable?  I would like to suggest it is by prayer and asking Jesus to come into our hearts when we encounter the awkward person, and to pray for them not just at the first encounter but regularly in our prayer times.  It’s amazing how prayer can change relations and people.  I can think of more than one situation when I’ve found a person really difficult to get on with but, having prayed for them and given the situation to God, relations have changed and we’ve ended up the best of friends.  
Jesus chose us to bear fruit.  This is all tied up with the command to love, but the fruit that will last is surely that he wants those to whom we show love, to come to love Jesus themselves.  This is surely part of the command and a challenging one.  It’s very easy to give the impression that we are showing people love just because we like them, or even feel sorry for them, and to not give the credit for our love to Christ.  One of the challenges is to let people know about our love for Christ, and his for us, in all our relationships.  So how are we to do this?  
Most of us are actually shy of mentioning Jesus in our conversations with people, despite the fact that his love is so important to us.   So how can we become as bold as, say Peter in our reading from Acts.  The fact that the Gentiles had obviously received the Holy Spirit came as quite a shock to his circumcised companions who were Jews before they were Christians.  Surely the Gentiles weren’t going to receive the gift of the Holy Spirit?  It just wasn’t kosher!
But Peter seized the moment.  He asked if anyone could keep these Gentiles who had received the Holy Spirit from being baptised.  But what is interesting, is that he did not actually wait for an answer.  He just got on and ordered their baptism.  
Now there will, of course, be many occasions when it is right to stop to carry out full consultation with other Christians, the PCC and right up through the hierarchy of the Church of England to the General Synod before taking action.  But what about those occasions when we’re out for a meal with friends and one suddenly asks about our faith and asks us to explain it?  Are we ready to give the answer and to explain how Jesus loves them and gave his life for them?  
Not easy, I know.  So how can we be ready to give those off-the-cuff answers in situations where we can’t stop and consult anyone?  Well, there is, of course, one person we can consult and that is Jesus himself.  We can say a quick arrow prayer and ask him to help us say the right words.  And if you think that might not work, let me tell you about one of my experiences.  I was meeting a friend in a very difficult situation so I had sent up those arrow prayers in the morning before meeting her.  We chatted over lunch and I thought nothing of it.  The next time I saw that friend she drew me aside and thanked me for that occasion because she had come to know Jesus through that conversation.  I still don’t know what I said – the Holy Spirit must have guided my words.  
But we also need to be prepared in order that the Holy Spirit can use our words.  An essential part of discipleship is studying God’s word and spending time with him.  We do this in our daily Bible readings and prayer times, when we come to church to worship him and hear sermons and readings, through house and Lent groups and any Christian talks we might go to.  Many of us have bemoaned for years that there is not enough local training in discipleship and we have an ideal new opportunity for this in the Christian discipleship course which starts at Gerrards Cross on 24 May.  Such courses can be a real confidence booster in helping us to be ready to speak for Jesus in whatever situation we find ourselves in.  
Going back to our gospel reading, Jesus tells us that he has told us about the Father’s and his love, and that if we obey his commands we will remain in that love.  He has told us this so that we can have real joy.  Not the shallow happiness we seek from the world’s pleasures, but a real deep sense of joy inside whatever is happening outside in our lives.  
As we experience that real joy which can only come from loving Christ and doing his will, we will surely want to praise him.  Our psalm tonight was a real hymn of praise for all that God has done, but the final verse has a solemn reminder that we sing before a Lord who will come to judge the earth and the peoples with equity.  If we do as Christ bids and show his love to others, we need have no fear of that judgement.  
So our challenges for the week:
· To show Jesus’ love to others as he has commanded us
· To be willing to show sacrificial love  
· To show our love for Jesus by spending time in study and prayer as we prepare to share that love
As we do this, may we experience the real joy that can only come from serving Christ.
(7-8 mins)
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