JOHN 15: 9-17

THIS COMMANDMENT, I GIVE TO YOU, ‘LOVE ONE ANOTHER”
In the movie Hurricane Carter, starring Denzel Washington, Rubin "Hurricane" Carter, a champion middleweight boxer, is imprisoned for life for murders he did not commit. After exhausting every possibility for appeal, he tells his wife that he wants her to divorce him and to move on with her life, saying, "I'm dead. Forget about me." The Hurricane uses his prison time to read, study, and eventually write a book about his life -- a book that is published and becomes a best seller, but which is then soon forgotten. Years later, a Black teen from the ghetto finds a copy of the Hurricane's life story at a used book sale, and buys it for a quarter. Moved by what he read, the young man, Lesera Martin, writes a letter to the prisoner, and begins a relationship and a process that eventually leads to the overturning of the conviction. At a pivotal moment, the Hurricane notes that it was "no accident" that Lesera had come across that book. He quotes Genesis 49 about himself, "Reuben, my firstborn . . . pre-eminent in pride . . .   Unstable as water, you shall not prevail." He then contrasts his name to that of Lesera, a form of the name Lazarus, the one raised from death. The Hurricane tells Lesera that hate had killed Reuben and buried him, forgotten, in the prison walls, but Lesera's love had raised him and given him life once again.

This is the kind of love that Jesus calls everyone of us today to. In the gospel of today, Jesus elevates his disciples from their status as slaves. He gives them a new status, that of “friends.” In the Hellenistic culture in which John was writing, friendship is considered to be the highest form of love. John’s readers were very well aware of this. Sayings such as “friends are other selves,” or “friends hold all things in common,” or “friends share a single soul” were very common. By Jesus saying to his disciples, “you are no longer slaves but friends,” he is giving them a new status, a status am sure were pleased with, as I am pleased with the new status I received in the morning. By Jesus’ command in the gospel of today, he has not only bridged the gap between the slave and the master, but between the divine and the human. His followers from that very moment will no longer think of God as the “master” and see themselves as “slaves.” They are now friends. We are all friends of Jesus now. 

In the Old Testament, though we have the prophets, only Abraham is privileged to have the title of friend. Isaiah 48: 1 refers to Abraham as the friend of God. By virtue of Abraham’s status as God’s friend, he had access to God and the disciples like Abraham, would have access to Jesus and the Father. Our relationship with Jesus and the Father is no longer that of a master to the servant, but it is a mutual relationship. What a privilege to be a friend of Jesus. 
What makes one a friend of Jesus? Our first reading of today tells us that baptism is what makes us Jesus’ friends. Without being baptized and born again in water and the spirit, we cannot consider ourselves as friends of Jesus. That is why, when Peter had the divine privilege of instituting the gentile mission and experiencing again the second Pentecost, the Pentecost of the non-Jews, he says, can any one stop them from being baptized. Even though they had received the Holy Spirit, Peter still went ahead to baptize them. By this singular event, you and I are welcomed into the family of Jesus’ friends. 
As friends of Jesus, we are required to do just one thing, to obey the commandment of Jesus to love as Jesus loves the father. St. Paul tells us in the book of Romans 13: 8-10 that we owe no one anything except to love one another; for the one who loves has fulfilled the law. One thing with Jesus is that he always follows his words with action. During the last supper when he gave this exhortation of love to his disciples, he went ahead to show them this love by offering his own life that we may be saved. The way of the cross is the way of love. Jesus laying down his love for us, is an ultimate love that one can show to his friend. He tells us that, “no greater love does one have than to lay down his life for his friend.” Jesus’ love is not a selfish and a conditional love but a love in which he thinks of us even before himself. 

The love Jesus invites his disciples, you and I is not a selfish conditional love. It is not just love for family and friends, but it is an unconditional love that transcends cultural, religious and social barriers and one is at the service of others. It is a love for enemies. Jesus tells us that if we love only those who love us, how different are we from the pagans because they too love those who love them. As Dorothy Day tells us, “I really only love God as much as I love the person I love the least.” 
The love Jesus is commanding us, is evangelical, it is through this love that other people will know that we are the disciples of Jesus. People are tired of hearing us preach to them, they want to see what we preach in us. Coming to church every Sunday, sending envelopes every week or carrying big Christian bumper stickers in your car is not enough evidence that you are a friend of Jesus. The greatest evidence is by the way you treat other people with love. Love and action are very interconnected. Jesus shows us their interconnection by laying down his life for us, his disciples are also called to lay down their lives for other people. It is their doing this that would keep them bound to the Father. 

The gospel of today challenges all of us gathered here, friends of Jesus to love in a way that is beyond affection for family and friends; a love that is beyond romantic love or sexual passion and a love that is beyond a nice sentiment. We are called to love in a way that we are concerned with all men and women. Lesera in the movie was not in any way obliged to develop a relationship with the Hurricane and work towards his freedom, but he worked towards it because he believed that was the right thing to do. Today in our world, there are many people who are wrongly imprisoned; there are many people who are homeless; there are many people who are sick and dying; and there are many people who are dying or suffering in different parts of the world because of the policies of our country or our failure to respond. Jesus commands you today to respond by showing your love to them. Let us not love like the pagans do but let us love like Jesus, because the love that comes from God is not limited to any group or class of people. 
Homily given shortly after my deaconate ordination in Wheeling, WV. 
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