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Everyone I know who reads God’s word has their favorite scriptures and those that they wish were not part of the canon.  Among my favorite texts is God’s word to Jeremiah in the 31st chapter of the book that bears his name.  In the third verse the Lord of heaven and earth says to his people through his prophet, I have loved you with an everlasting love and with cords of loving kindness I have drawn you.  Another among my favorites is the one I heard the day I felt God’s call to ordained ministry.  On that day God whispered into my heart you did not choose me, but I chose you and ordained you to go forward and bear fruit.  
These are among the texts that speak to my soul and bring joy to my very being.  But then there are those sentences that I wish had never appeared in the scriptures.  The Psalmist,  after suffering the hatred and the oppression of the Babylonians, ends the 137th Psalm with, “Happy is the one who repays you for what you have done to [God’s people] when he dashes your infants against the stone.”  I wish this were not a part of my canon.  And I certainly wish Paul had never said I suffer not a woman to speak, to teach; but she is to sit in silence in the church.  I wish he had not spoken these words or if he had to say them, then I wish he would have provided the space for a definitive discussion of what he meant.  
Everyone I know who loves God’s word, who studies God’s word struggles and argues and fusses and fights with the beauty and the depth, the complexity and the congruity and holds some texts as the favorite ones and some texts as not.  
Though now I am embarrassed to say so, until I sat with this morning’s scripture preparing for this moment of exchange, it was one of my least favorite of Jesus’ sayings.  You see the phrase; “If you love me” always struck me as an ultimatum, always struck me as a gauntlet thrown down.  In my human frailty I always heard this text as rather desperate on Jesus’ part.  
The 15th chapter of the Gospel of John is part of Jesus’ Farewell Discourse.  Beginning in chapter 14 and running through the conclusion of chapter 17, Jesus is engaged in preparing those who surround him to see and survive what he knows is coming next.  What is coming next is the betrayal of a trusted one; what is coming next is that Jesus will be dragged from judgment hall to judgment hall; what is coming next is his death, burial and resurrection.  The three chapters of John that comprise the Farewell Discourse are Jesus’ final attempt to prepare his disciples for what they must endure.  I have always heard these words, “If you love me” spoken with urgency, spoken in a hurry, spoken almost as challenge to those Jesus knew best.  You’ve been with me these three years, you have seen the miracles, you have seen my power, not its time for you to ante up, now its time for you to respond.  Look guys, this is the 11th hour if you love me . . . .
Human beings bring to the reading of the Biblical text their own context.  In seminary they taught us to call it the hermeneutical horizon; that place where our experience meets the text and interprets the text through the lens of our lives, our culture and out circumstances. And while we cannot help but see the text through the lens of our own hermeneutical horizon, we must always stop and not allow this lens to go unexamined.  
You see, I brought to the reading of this text the painful experience of a young wife who was deeply in love, the painful experience of a young wife who heard these words “if you love me” from the love of her life.  “If you love me then you will not tell anyone of my cocaine habit.  If you love me then you will not tell anyone how you received that broken foot.  If you love me you will not put me out, you will stay with me and help me, if you love me. . . .”  And she did love him until it almost cost her her life.  But by God’s grace and the presence of a good therapist she got out of the marriage and out of the abuse.  And now, I am told, she is thriving and moving on with her life.  But that phrase, if you love me, the misuse of that phrase bore a price that was much too high.

I am human and every time I hear that phrase, if you love me I flash back to the experience of this young wife and I am made angry by the misuse of these words.  And so, in my human experience, with my human foibles, when I hear these same words from Jesus, even in the context of the Farewell Discourse, my first reaction is to wonder, why my Savior, why my Lord would use language that might be heard as an ultimatum, that might be heard by someone with my interpretive lens as a demand or a way to deter.
But God is so patient, especially with those who stand on misguided platforms constructed of incorrect thoughts.  As I sat and looked at this text, I asked God to help me and to redeem my understanding of this precious word.  I asked God to show me how this was not an ultimatum but something more loving, something more inviting, something more hopeful.

And God was faithful.  If you love me, keep my commandments.  What does the word commandment mean?  As it is used in this text it is not a statement exercising dominance or authority over another; as it is used in this text it is not a demand to receive one's due or even be accorded allegiance; it is not even used to describe strict laws or precise statements.  In the Greek the word commandment means, word.  Jesus is saying, keep my word.  Keep my word that no one can enter the Kingdom of God unless they be born again, keep my word that God so loved this world that he sent me so that whoever believes in my shall not perish but have eternal life.   Keep my word that I have come to bring light and hope into the world. Keep my words that I am living water, I am bread from heaven.  Keep my word that I am the resurrection and the life, he who believes in my will live even though he shall die.  Keep my word that you are to love one another as I have loved you.  Jesus is saying keep my word!
And the word keep bears import in this sentence as well.  Tēreō (tā-re'-ō) means to attend to carefully, to guard, to watch over and to observe; it even means to preserve.  In this text Jesus is asking those who love him to keep his words; to keep them so that they might be passed on to those who will come after.  To keep them so that they might be shared as the text from Deuteronomy asks they be shared.  Keep them by wearing them on the frontlets on your face.  In ancient times a frontlet was a band worn across the forehead with an inscription of text for all to see.   Jesus was saying keep my words on your face so that all who see you will know you follow them and they are of utmost importance in your life.  Keep them by posting them plainly on the doorpost of your home; fill your home with the actions that flow from these words so that all who enter might know you are a keeper of Christ’s words.  Keep them by teaching them to your children so that they too may become keepers of Christ’s commandments, Christ’s words.
If you love me you will observe, you will guard, you will preserve and watch over my words.  And Jesus is specific with the word he uses for love.  He does not use the Greek word theleo for that word means a preference for one thing over another.  It is the word that would be used in a sentence such as I love Baskin Robbins ice cream over Eddy’s Gourmet.  Jesus is not speaking about love that can be understood as a preference.  He does not say, “If you prefer me over the other teachers of the day, then keep my commandments.”  No, this is not the type of love about which Jesus speaks.  
He does not say, if you love me with the love of eros, if you love me with the love that is found in an appetite.  He does not say if you love me with the love that is found in the craving that rises from the realms of the physical and the sexual.  He does not say if you love me with eros keep my commandments because he knows that love born of eros will wane and pass in time and with desire.
No, Jesus uses the word for love that Elizabeth Barrett Browning must have had in mind as she wrote, how do I love thee, let me count the ways.  I love you to the depth and breadth and height my soul can reach.  Jesus says love me in this way.   Love me in the quiet of the night; love me in the rush of the day.  Love me in the light of the sun and in the glow of the candle’s softest light.  Love me passionately and love me with a childhood faith.  Love me deeply and fully and always.  Jesus uses the word agape to describe the love he holds for us and the love he desires for us to hold for him.  If you agape me, if you love me with your whole self, if you love me sincerely, if you love me in the way I love you; then preserve, then observe, then keep my words.

And if you do so, if you love in the way I have loved you, the world will fear you and hate you.  For to love as I have loved means that you will embrace those whom others have set aside as useless.  If you love as I have loved you, you will welcome the lepers of your day and dine with those who others think despicable.  If you love as I have loved you, you will invite your enemies into your presence to bless them and not revile them.  If you love as I have loved you, you will upset the status quo of the day and be the model of a new way that will bring the hope many thought would never arrive.  If you love as I have loved you, you will share your cloak and your tunic; you will require that equity be available for all, that freedom from oppression be a given for all, and that the welfare of all be more important than the luxury of a few.  If you love as I have loved you, you will be branded a rebel and a trouble maker and because I know this I will not leave you alone, I will not leave you as orphans but I will send you one who will keep you.  

I will send you one to whom you can make an appeal; I will send one who will advocate for you, who will encourage you, who will comfort you.  I will not leave you alone for if love me and my world with an agape love forces of the evil will come against you and you will need the one we call Paraclete.  

As I sat at my desk, tears in my eyes, the grace and mercy of God poured over me.  I recognized that for so long I had been angry with this text because of my context.  For so long I had read it with eyes darkened by the circumstances that I knew.  But God was saying, come my daughter bring your understanding, bring your experiences but bring them to be examined by the context of the text.  Come into a deeper relationship with my word, come closer and hear it from another place.  Come and see that it is not an ultimatum, it is not what you thought – a phrase meant to trick someone into a relationship that they did not want or choose – it is not what you thought, but it is so much more.

Come and hear this text in the way it was meant, come and hear it as it rightly begins, with the word if.  And know that the word if in this text is not an ultimatum, it is not a gauntlet thrown down; in this text it is as an invitation.  
In this text the if means, if you will, if you might, if you desire, if you choose; if – it is an invitation to love and to keep, to come and to follow, to obey and to preserve.  If, an invitation that asks each of us if we will do as Christ beckons us to do.  If, it is up to you.  The word if is spoken in order to given the ones to whom Jesus is speaking all the power.  It is spoken to give the agency, the decision making ability to the ones who hear it.  If you will keep my words, I will know that you love me.
Jesus, in the Farewell Discourse simply stands and extends an invitation, if you will love me to the depth and breadth and height the human soul can reach; if you will love me, then here are my words; my precious words.  Hold them, share them, wear them, keep them.  And I will send one to keep you.

How will you, how will I who for so long could not loved this text; how will we respond to the majesty of this invitation, to the miracle of this if?  That is the question we must ponder.  Let us pray.
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