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Love and Glory

John 13:31-35

We are in the liturgical season of “Eastertide,” the time between the celebration of Easter and Pentecost. I like to think of it as the season of “Now What?” Jesus has been raised from the dead, now what are the disciples supposed to do? In the weeks just following Easter we listen to the stories of Jesus appearing to the disciples after he was raised. As we move closer to Pentecost we look back to some of the things Jesus said just before the crucifixion, things he said to try to prepare the disciples for after he was gone. 
I can only imagine the disciples were confused, caught off guard. They would be trying desperately to remember the things he told them. They weren’t prepared for any of this – not the ugly crucifixion, and certainly not the resurrection. Now they sort through in their minds all the things he told them just before his death… looking for clues, looking for new meaning, looking for something to tell them what they’re supposed to do now. 

One of the things he told them was this: I give you a new commandment, to love one another. 

It’s a beautiful distillation of all of Jesus’ teachings, his life, his ministry, his work. It’s the essence of the Gospel. 

But it must have been confusing, too, to the disciples. There was nothing new about the commandment to love. That commandment is part and parcel of the Hebrew Bible, what we call the Old Testament. The only thing new was the one who was saying it. Now the commandment to love was woven, warp and woof, into the life and death and resurrection of Jesus. 
One New Testament scholar puts it this way: 

Keeping this commandment is the identifying mark of discipleship… because it is the tangible sign of the disciples’ abiding in Jesus.

The glory of Christ is revealed in our love. 

But “glory” is a funny word. If you look up the word in the dictionary you find something like this: ‘Exalted honor, praise, or distinction accorded by common consent; renown.’
 
But that’s not the kind of ‘glorification’ Jesus is talking about. In John’s gospel, Jesus is ‘glorified’ on the cross. His ‘hour of glory’ is the hour of his death. He is lifted up, exalted, but not in the way of the world. His glory has nothing to do with human opinion or fame, but with revealing the presence of God.
  

That glory is what is revealed in us when we love. That’s the kind of ‘glory’ we must seek. Self-giving, self-sacrificing love that reveals the presence of God in this world. It is our love that glorifies Christ.
It is completely countercultural. It is the very opposite of what the world teaches us to seek. This world is all about teaching us to seek our own glory; make a name for ourselves, be somebody, make a mark on the world. We learn to go after the glory, the awards, the titles, the acknowledgements. Our families are proud when we succeed, when we do something worthy of mention. The only glory we’re taught to seek is our own. 
But we are called to glorify God, to glorify Christ by revealing his love. It has nothing to do with our importance, with honor, praise, or distinction given us. 

This is a lot harder than it looks. And the more successful one is, the harder it is to set aside our own importance to give glory to God. 
My sister serves a church in Lake Forest, Illinois. It’s one of the wealthiest suburbs of Chicago. She lives on Rockefeller Street near the corner of McCormick Avenue – that’s because the Rockefellers and McCormicks founded that town and that church. From its inception the pews have been filled with the movers and shakers that ran the city of Chicago. There’s a list of those who ‘bought’ pews in those days, and it is a who’s who of Chicago’s industrialists.
One of their first pastors was a man named James McClure; he served from 1881 to 1905. At the 50th anniversary of the church he was asked to look back and reflect on the church’s history. He told it like it was. What he talked about was how hard it was for them to love one another – because each lived in his own glory. He said,
Almost as soon as this church was started it was found that those who constituted it had marked individuality. They were all good, but they were good each in his own way, and the way of one did not usually approve itself to another. They had respect for one another characters, and they believed one another to be sound at heart, but when it came to have dealings with one another it was much like chestnut burr against burr… this individuality continued to be a distinction of this church for many years. The individuality was largely due to the fact that those strong willed men, who so differed in their ways of though and action, were splendid men, but like the stars each shone in an orbit of its own.

Each shone in an orbit of its own. 
In this world, we are encouraged to be ‘stars’ of our own making. There is pressure to focus on our own glory. We are expected to ‘be’ something. 

But in the Christian life there is only one star, and that is Christ. And the glory we find as his followers has everything to do with leaving the orbit of our own making and enter into the sphere of his love. Not to shed our own light, like the sun, but to shed his light, like the moon, reflections of the light that is pure love. 

If we are focused on our own glory, we will simply be unable to love. We will be always looking in a mirror, at ourselves, at our success or failure, at our achievements or lack thereof, at our abilities and whether they are recognized. If we are successful, our pride will block out the love of Christ because we will be too blinded to see it. If we fail by the world’s standards, our frustration and humiliation will keep us from seeing the one true thing that is most important about us: our ability to love. To the extent that we focus on our own glory we will be unable to love because we will be preoccupied and blind. 
There is something so beautiful within us, but it is not ours: it is the glory of God. Jesus has filled us with his own love and asks us only to let it radiate out from the core of who we are. 

In the old Westminster catechism, the first question is this: 

What is the chief end of man? 

To which the reply is given,

The chief end of man is to glorify God, and enjoy God forever.

Jesus said, “I give you a new commandment: to love one another, just as I have loved you.” 
This is how we glorify God: let us love, even as he loved us. 

Amen.
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