To Love And Be Loved!


We have been talking about small groups now for the last three weeks. Last week we talked about knowing and being known. But as we move to deeper levels of knowing each other we also learn to love and be loved. 

In our scripture lesson today Jesus himself commands us to love one another. That seems easy enough on the surface until we read the next line that qualifies the first, John 13:34 “As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” We realize that the love we are called to offer one another is way beyond what we normally mean by that word. It is way beyond the good feelings we have toward those we like, it is way beyond showing hospitality to those who have the means to return the favor, it is light-years above giving hugs as we come and go at worship. The love of God is a love that is sacrificial in nature.


One of the great examples of this love is the story from Mark Chapter 2. It is about a paralyzed man and the friends that bring him to Jesus. I just ask you to think about what life was like for this man. What it would mean to be a paralytic in Biblical times. 


His whole life was lived on a mat that was three feet wide and six feet long. Someone had to feed him, carry him, clothe him, move him to keep him from being covered with bedsores, and clean him when he soiled himself. 


There is no medical help for him. No rehab, no doctors, no surgeries. There was no way to contribute to the larger society in any way shape or form.  People in his condition go through life as a beggar. They take him out to the market place in the morning and lay him there hoping that people will drop a few coins on his mat beside him so that some of his expenses will be taken care of. 


He daydreams often. Sometimes in his dreams he is able to run and lift. He has a good job and a family, he plays with his children. 


When his dream is interrupted he stares up at the ceiling of a room he can never walk out of, looks at the body that holds him prisoner, looks at the mat that defines his world, and knows he will never be free. 


He has nothing in this life that would attract him to others. But he does have one thing going for him. He has friends. He has the most amazing friends you can imagine. It is in one of the killer small groups of all time.


In a way, his whole story takes place because of his friends. Without them he never makes it to Jesus, never gets healed, never finds forgiveness. Everything that he experiences in this story flows out of one very wise decision made years ago – to have good friends.


We have to imagine that making friends was difficult for him. The odds were certainly not in his favor. Even in our time those with physical challenges say that the attitudes of the so-called normal people are some of the most difficult obstacles in their lives. In Jesus’ time it was much worse. 


The beauty of this story is that in the face of over whelming obstacles – social stigma, inconvenience, financial pressure, a high cost of time and energy – he finds four men who chose to become friends. Not just ordinary friends but friends who really knew what it meant to love and be loved.


The friends heard that Jesus was coming into town and the first thing they thought of was their friend on the mat. How can we help him, how can we make his daydreams a reality? Let’s take him to Jesus. It’s worth a shot. It has been said that he has healed many, maybe our friend too. 


You can imagine they were excited and yet hesitant to make the move. After all four men carrying a paralytic on a stretcher is going to be seen and people are going to talk if it doesn’t work. It is also not going to be easy, to carry him that far, but they are not thinking about themselves. They decide that the possibilities out weigh the risks and so they plan to pick him up.


As they are carrying him to the house and they are drawing near they see a huge crowd and their hopes are deflated. “There was no room left, not even outside the door,” The Bible says. There are people crowded all over this little house. They are crammed in side, they are huddling outside the door and around the open windows and there was no way anyone was moving to let them through. 


Jesus is so close, but they can’t get through to him. This story took place before that verse was written in the Bible that is so important to attenders of American churches: “Thou shalt place a program on a chair to reserve thy seat; and anyone who sitteth thereupon shall be cast into the outer darkness.”


They hadn’t counted on this. They were so excited to make this happen for their friend and now they were shut out. One of them, probably with management experience says, “Our current reality is that we can’t get where we need to go unless we change strategy? Let’s have a brainstorming session and remember when brainstorming there is no such thing as a dumb idea.” 


One of them says right off the bat, Let’s make a hole in the roof and lower him down to where Jesus is. He was a direct thinker, and didn’t worry about the obstacles. The problem is that nobody else liked the idea so they kept on thinking. After some time they came up with nothing else, and all they have is the hole in the roof idea.


Even in their time it had to be an unorthodox way of gaining entry to another person’s home. This just didn’t happen all the time.


But these guys were desperate. Not for themselves but for their friend. So they decide that no matter what it takes they are going to make this happen for their friend, their love for him is so great, and they can almost feel the power radiating out of this house where Jesus is. They just have to do it. They get a couple of ropes and head up to the roof. It was common for houses to have an outside staircase leading to the roof , which was often used as a kind of patio. And the friends go about remodeling this house.


They easily break through the mud and reeds that filled in the spaces between the wooden beams. Knowing all the time that they would have to fix this mess when this was over. And when the hole was big enough they tied the ropes on and lowered their friend to the floor at Jesus’ feet. 


These men became roof-crashers out of love. There was nothing in it for them except to see a person they cared about have an opportunity for new life. You can just imagine that Jesus stood there looking up into the faces of these four friends. They wanted nothing for themselves they just wanted to make sure that their friend was able to see Jesus. The Bible says, Mark 2:5 “When Jesus saw their faith (the faith of the friends), he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” Jesus was impressed by the faith and love and deep friendship that these four men showed. It says that he healed their friend and forgave his sins as a result of their loving relationship that day.

Urie Bronfenbrenner (a psychologist) defines Family this way, “A group which possesses and implements an irrational commitment to the well-being of its members.” There are two key words here that I think we need to pay special attention to. First there is not only possessing commitment, but there is implementation. We not only talk about doing, but we do. We all think nice thoughts about things we could and should do for others but we must start doing them. Second the commitment to one another is irrational. In great communities people crash through roofs on a regular basis in order to act on the love that they share.


What are the implications of this story as we consider how to love and be loved in Christian community? First, It implies a change in the way we understand the kind of relationships we are seeking to form. We are hoping to get so close to each other that we know what the other needs. 


It is pretty easy for me in the face of another person’s difficulties to simply feign ignorance. I didn’t know there was a problem. We don’t know because we don’t ask. We don’t ask because we don’t want to get too involved. We are afraid of the cost. 


The second implication is that we are being called to allow others to love on us even though it may go against the grain of our Lone Ranger self image. Children at an early age begin to say the words, “I can do it my self.” We encourage that self-sufficiency hoping that they will grow into mature adults able to navigate through life without our help. But I think we often take it too far. There are times when we just need other people to help. When those times come we need to ask for help and allow those who ask to help us do their thing. This is probably the hardest for most people. We are so used to doing for ourselves.


Consider how the paralytic must have felt at having others help him through life. He may have been angry that he was so dependant on others. He may have been jealous of the independence he saw in others. After they were together as a group all the others could get up and walk home, but not him. It is a very vulnerable thing to let someone else love you. But they had built a relationship of trust. The paralytic had a trusting vulnerability and the friends had dependable faithfulness. Wherever human beings love and accept and serve each other in the face of weakness and need, we experience the love that God intends for all of humanity.  


Jean Vanier writes, “A community is never there just for itself or for its own glory. It comes from and belongs to something much greater and deeper: the heart of God to bring humanity to fulfillment. A community is never an end in itself; it is a sign pointing further and deeper, calling people to love.”


When we claim that part of joining a small group is allowing ourselves to love and be loved, we are saying that the small group is not really about getting together. It is not just about playing and finding ways to make each other happy. It is not primarily about making friends and finding fellowship. It is about finding fulfillment in life. It is about all of us working together to love one another with such irrational commitment that each of our lives is transformed. When we begin to tear off roofs for one another so that we each sees Jesus more clearly we become more than we are alone.


When Jesus speaks in John 13:34-35 he says, “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” Jesus’ love for us is and always has been a love that is demonstrated (implemented) rather than just talked about. From the beginning God has sought to love in tangible ways; through the creation, creating it to meet all of our needs; through hearing and responding to the prayers of those who seek him; Through Jesus, his life, death, and resurrection; Through the Holy Spirit, and through the Church, which was birthed through it. 


And now we are given the command to love one another as Jesus loved us, with irrational commitment. It is impossible to be in Christian community without it. May God grant us the power and perseverance to seek this brand of community? 
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