Trinity 

For many, many years I have been a heretic, at least as far as most British people are concerned. I confess this heresy now to you in this august and public assembly. I don’t like dogs. It is not that I wish them any harm, indeed I hate to see animals mistreated but I don’t particularly want one living in the same house as me. Animals, it seems to me, are meant to live outside, houses are for human beings. Now already I see some of you bristling with outrage and I fear I have sunk even lower than previously in your estimation. If it helps, my resistance to having a dog in the house is coming under very heavy pressure at the moment because my children, particularly the youngest, claim that their lives are hardly worth living unless they own a dog. They promise too, of course, that if we had one they would look after it. They would like a puppy but I know that puppies are famously disobedient; they wee all over your carpets and eat the curtains. I understand that you take a puppy to obedience classes, but I look at it this way: I already have three children in the house who take no notice whatsoever of anything I say so why would I want to add another creature who totally would ignore my every command? But the debate is intense in the Parker household – to have or not to have a dog. If you should see me out one day shouting a dog who refuses to come back, you will know who’s won.
If you think about the reading for this morning from John’s gospel, which word leaps out at you? The answer will surely be love. 
As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. 

It’s a passage that must lie at the heart of what it means to be a Christian and part of the Christian community. But I am struck when I read the passage that there are two types of word here. On the one hand there is the word “love”. Love is, or can be, a warm, puppyish kind of word, the subject of a million love songs, poems, novels and films. Though for the record and for those of you who are interested, the word translated love here in our passage is the Greek word agape which, in the words of G.B Caird is “a gracious, determined, and active interest in the true welfare of others” so something rather more than just a warm and cuddly feeling. Nonetheless, love is a word we like. I try and make sure I genuflect in the direction of love whenever I preach a sermon. We know it matters and we know it is what Jesus himself commanded of us.
But in our passage there is another set of words that are not so cuddly – the words command and obey. Let me read those same to verses to you again with a different emphasis:

As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. 

The words “command” and “obey” don’t sit so easily with us or indeed our times either. Obedience seems to smack of dog training, doing what you’re told by your betters, being forced to bend to the will of another. We live in a society which is a good deal less deferential than it once was. We hope that children will obey their parents for their own safety and well being. We are, most of us, prepared to obey the law but in all other areas of life we don’t like the idea of obedience. It smacks of feudalism, of being subservient. Children and dogs may have to obey others but it is not something we as grown ups should have to do.
It is a fair criticism, it seems to me, that the church has been rather too keen on getting people to obey and for many people the church still feels a rather oppressive organisation enthusiastic about enforcing its authority over what people believe and how they behave. Surely, if the church is so sure of the goodness of the gospel it proclaims it should not require obedience from its followers? There is an awful word I learnt from an Archdeacon: “infantilisation”. It’s not a pretty word but it means making adults behave like children, reducing them to dependency like infants and stopping them from growing up. The Archdeacon said that’s how his Bishop made him feel. The charge is that the church “infantilises” adults by insisting that they obey the rules rather than taking responsibility for themselves.

But there is a direct link in this passage between obedience and love that we have to explore. Love and obedience are the fruit of our in-dwelling in Christ, the true vine. And, this passage, I think, might help us to sort out the relationship between love and obedience.
What Jesus makes clear is that he is not expecting a slavish devotion to a set of rules. In fact, despite the church sometimes insisting otherwise, he suggests that his disciples are to be set free to live lives based not rule keeping but on agape love that supersede all rules and commands. Which is why there is only one commandment in the end: Love one another as I have loved you. (And we set this against Jesus words elsewhere that the law is summed up in the commandment to love God and our neighbour as ourselves). Love is enough but saying love is enough means we have to learn to listen carefully to what love says. So Jesus wants us to grow up:
I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. 

So there is no power game going on here but a mutual sharing in the knowledge of the love of the Father. We are not slaves (a better translation of the word doulous, here translated as servant) but friends and that’s quite a different set of relationships. Love is our motive not a slavish commitment to obeying and keeping rules.
And yet … there is that word, obey, right in the middle of this wonderful passage about love. So if obedience is not about sitting when God (or his appointed representative) says “Sit” nor is being given treats when we are obedient, what does it mean? Well, classically, obedience didn’t just mean doing what you were told. To obey meant to listen, to pay attention to something or someone. An obedient person was someone who had his or her ears tuned in, someone who was receptive. And this is where our obedience lies, we are to be obedient to the call of love. We are listening to God, which, for Jesus, means listening to love because his Father is the source and origin of all love. We are to ask ourselves: What does love demand of us here? And because this is a command from Jesus it has real force. We are not only to listen to love but to do it. Jesus is not making a suggestion here, he is giving us a commandment. It is not the oppressive command of a master to a slave but the demand that love places upon all those who say they love God and want to be followers of Jesus Christ.
The writer Ivan Illich believed that the church took a wrong turn long ago when it took to what he called “criminalising” sin, that is making sin a matter of how well we do or don’t keep the rules as laid down by those in authority. For Illich sin is not a failure to keep the rules but a refusal to love. And for him the story of the Good Samaritan is key. The Samaritan steps outside the book of rules and helps a man whom the rules tell him is his enemy. The Samaritan is disobedient to the rules as they were then written and obedient to the law of love. Sin is always the refusal to listen to the call of love. 

It’s a great challenge to live like this. Whilst we don’t like to feel that we are being told what to do, at another level there is a kind of safety that comes precisely from being told what to do. We like to have things neat and set out for us: to be good you must do this and this. In other words, it’s easier to follow the rules than it is to love another person in the way that Jesus commands. Which is why this kind of obedience is a million miles away from dog training classes. To hear Jesus command to love one another is a big challenge because it cuts us loose into a world where we need to really attentive to the movement of his Spirit in us and those around us. It also means we must acknowledge the claim the we have on one another to love and be loved.
The  2nd Century Church Father, Tertullian wrote that one of reasons why the first Christians faced persecution was the evidence of the self-giving agape love that they had for one another. It was a great challenge to those around them:
See, they say, how they love one another, ….. how they are ready even to die for one another.
It’s a quotation guaranteed to make us wince … See, how they love one another … if only it were so, that our churches were distinguished by this extraordinary love for one another and yet this is the command we are called to obey. And, yes, how attractive our churches would be if they were places where we held to that great commandment and where people obeyed it and where they loved one another.
