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5th Sunday of Easter – Love Without Limits – John 13;31-35 
May 19, 2019 

 God, who loves Creation in all its rainbow diversity, speak to us who narrow, 

define, pigeon-hole, and exclude those who are not like us. May we view the world 

as you see it in all its strange beauty and wonderful diversity. Amen. 

 On this fifth Sunday of Easter, we are asked to recall a moment prior to 

Jesus’s crucifixion – while he and the disciples are in an upper room eating their 

last meal together – The Last Supper. It is at this point in time that Jesus tells the 

disciples that one of them will betray him and in a few verses beyond today’s 

scripture Jesus tells Peter he will deny him before the cock crows three times. He 

speaks tenderly to the disciples which is in stark contrast to some of their 

conversations where Jesus seems irritated at how much the disciples don’t or won’t 

understand. Truth be told, I am not unhappy that the disciples have such a difficult 

time understanding – and following directions because – if Jesus tolerated their 

shortcomings, I feel pretty confident he will tolerate mine as well. 

 In today’s scripture from Acts we see the division that arises between the Jews 

and the Gentiles. We would be likely to explain this as the Jews read the Bible 

literally – they have been taught to follow the laws set down in the Old Testament 

and they are not going to stray from that. They cannot understand how Jesus, and 

now Peter, can eat with the Gentiles who are uncircumcised and who eat food that 

is considered profane or unclean.  

 Jesus preached love for all no matter – “I give you a new commandment, that 

you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. 

By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one 

another.” Jesus, the teacher, loved unconditionally and he ate and mingled with 

prostitutes and tax collectors as he taught. 
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 Yesterday morning I opened the Portland Press Herald to an article written by 

the Rev. Cindy Maddox, senior pastor of First Congregational Church in South 

Portland. She put into words exactly what has been making me so uncomfortable 

about the upcoming Franklin Graham crusade as well as some Pentecostal revival 

services of late. I knew how I felt, but wasn’t really able or comfortable putting it 

into words, but she did just that. 

 Without delving into politics which I have tried to avoid from this pulpit, we 

do know our country is divided along the lines of ethnicity, immigration and gender 

identity and Franklin Graham promotes this division. He supported the Muslim 

immigration ban and called Islam a religion of hate and war, a belief shared by 

many and no doubt stoked by the events of 9/11. Yes, we lost a lot of American 

lives and we have lost a lot of American soldiers in the wars in Iraq, Iran, 

Afghanistan etc., but we all know of people who call themselves good Christians, 

but who do not follow the Christian way of life. These events don’t make all 

Muslims bad people anymore than serial killers and mass shooters make all 

Christians bad people. 

In my reading for this week I came across this. When author Karen Armstrong 

wrote her first book on Islam, she came to understand that Muslims are not 

expected to accept a complex creed. Instead, they are to perform certain ritual 

actions, such as the hajj pilgrimage which is a pilgrimage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia 

that all Muslims are expected to do at least once in their lifetime if they are 

physically and financially able, and the fast of Ramadan, which are designed to 

change them. They also prostrate themselves in prayer several times a day facing 

Mecca as an act of surrender. They are commanded to give alms to the poorer and 

more vulnerable among them, as a way of cultivating the kind of generous spirit 
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that makes them want to give generously as God does. Armstrong says these 

repeated actions are intended to lead to personal transformation. The Christian 

religion has its own share of ancient practices and rituals that shape our lives in the 

image of Christ. However, Christians today seem to be more concerned about who 

is liberal and who is conservative in their faith, but perhaps the more important 

concern has to do with who most effectively shows the love of Christ in their lives. 

After all, Christ did not say, “They will know you are my disciples if you believe 

the right things.” 

Graham’s event is intended to “call the lost to repentance,” but we have talked 

before about how “to repent means to turn around and take a new path.” It means to 

change your life for the better and to love like Jesus loved. Graham believes there is 

only one way to God, one way to interpret Scripture and one way to be a Christian. 

He and many others have used the Bible to build walls of bigotry, prejudice and 

hatred – against Muslims, Jews, immigrants, the LGBTQ community, people of 

color and many others. Many people have found deep meaning in Franklin 

Graham’s ministry, but many others have been hurt by his brand of religion. This is 

not how Jesus meant life to be – he meant for us to love one another no matter what. 

This morning I opened the devotional I receive on line each morning. The 

scripture was John 13:35 – “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, 

if you have love for one other.” It was written by Marchaé Grair, a spiritual director 

in training. Director of Public Relations and Outreach for the Unitarian Universalist 

Association and a member of the LGBTQ community. She struggles with her 

sexual identity and her Christian faith, as do many people. The most poignant and 

meaningful section of her devotional was this – “Thankfully, every time I think it's 

time to stop calling myself a Christian, Scripture saves the day and reminds me that 
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God's checklist and the checklist of my internalized shame are incompatible. I don't 

have to fit into rigid boxes or complete shame-centered checklists to be part of the 

beloved community. People will know I am a disciple by my love—of God, myself, 

and others. People will know I am a disciple because I strive to help create a world 

where love is the most valued currency. 

Many of the area churches are joining together today to proclaim the message, 

“Jesus Built Bridges”, a message of God’s inclusive love, welcoming all. At 5:30 

this afternoon they will gather on the Casco Bay Bridge between Portland and 

South Portland, holding signs that demonstrate another way of being Christians – 

proclaiming love, promoting peace and working for justice. 

Faithful Christians can agree to disagree on many issues and beliefs, but we 

shouldn’t mess with “the New Commandment,” that you love one another. Just as I 

have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that 

you are my disciples, if you have love for one another. Amen. 


