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A NEW COMMANDMENT                                          John 13:1-17, 31b-35

“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.”   
                                                                                 —John 13:34
The root word of Maundy Thursday is the Latin word “mandatum,” which means “commandment.” Tonight, we recall the commandment Jesus gave to his disciples on the eve of his death. “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.” And so it is that the theme of love is at the center of our gathering this evening.  
Jesus is as one who is about to die and is concerned for those who will be left behind. His concern takes the form of a request. It is as if he is saying, “I am leaving you, and I want you to carry on. I want you to love one another as I have loved you.”  
And yet, it is not easy to describe the kind of love Jesus had in mind, for love means so many different things in our world. For some, love is a private affair kept within the confines of one’s closest acquaintances. For others, love is personal and has little to do with political and public life. For others, love is synonymous with a paternalism that looks down on others while extending a helping hand to someone in need. For others, love stops short of suffering when another person suffers. Still, for others, love is a feeling that involves little risk.
The love Jesus has in mind is different from all of the above. First, it involves both giving and receiving. In the Book of Acts it is reported that Jesus once said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive,” but these words are nowhere to be found in any of the Gospel accounts. To give love and then refuse it when it is given to us is not what Jesus had in mind when he asked us to love one another. The love Jesus desires is mutual, reciprocal. It involves both the act of giving and the grace of receiving, and the grace of receiving is something that many in our congregation find it hard to do. Said Jesus to his disciples after he had washed the feet of his disciples, “Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord – and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.” Washing the feet of another, and then having our own feet washed—this is what Jesus asked us to do. It is a reciprocal act, an act of giving and receiving. That is what love is.
Second, the love Jesus had in mind is based on attentiveness. It requires that we be attentive to reality, attentive to the needs of the other, attentive to the deepest yearnings and needs of our own lives. Without this kind of attentiveness, love is impossible. Love is not accomplished in a vacuum. It requires open eyes and open hearts. It requires a constant awareness of life in all of its dimensions. It is out of such awareness that we will know what love requires. It may mean doing justice and making peace. It may be as simple as acknowledging the presence of another. Love requires a concentration that Simone Weil described as attentiveness to reality.
Thirdly, the love that Jesus had in mind will bring suffering. Love without suffering is something other than love. It will bring suffering, because in our world love is constantly in danger of being defeated.  No matter how earnestly we pray for justice, no matter how earnestly we desire the wellbeing of all, no matter how hard we act for the common good, no matter how much we want our loved ones to know newness of life, it often does not turn out that way. And so it is that out of love, we suffer with all who suffer. Richard Rohr calls it “necessary suffering.” The pain of those whom we love becomes our pain; their sorrow becomes our sorrow. We want to fix everything, but not everything can be fixed. Our love will bring suffering. It was this understanding, I believe, that led St. Paul to say that within the body of Christ, if one member suffers, all suffer together with it and if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it. (1 Corinthians 12:26)
Dorothee Soelle, a wonderful woman and theologian, once said that the cross of Christ represents unsuccessful love. In her book Christ the Representative she said, “Only in Christ does the concept of a suffering God appear…. Christ, by his teaching, life, and death, made plain the helplessness of God in the world, the suffering of unrequited and unsuccessful love… What Christians share in common is their participation in the sufferings of God in Christ. That is their faith.”
Giving and receiving, attentiveness, suffering – these are just three aspects of the kind of love Jesus urged upon his disciples. If they are present in our love for one another, and in our love for the world, then we may know that truly that we are loving in the manner of Jesus, and that we are fulfilling the commandment he gives us this night, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.”   May God help us so to do. Amen.  
