For the second week, we’ve been hearing from the 14th chapter of the Gospel According to John.
John’s gospel seems to be a mature writing… mature in the sense of reflecting well-thought out theology and, what theologians often call, a high Christology… that is, when thinking about “humanity” aspects of Jesus together with divine aspects, the divine is paramount throughout this fourth gospel… a high Christology.
The gospel was written possibly as late as any of the New Testament writings… and perhaps as many as three to four decades or so after the authentic letters of Paul.

So… it is evident that the early church had some time to ponder the things addressed and explained in the John gospel writings.

Let me give a bit of story background that leads into today’s gospel reading.

The setting is just before the Passover… a “last meal”, in a manner of speaking, for Jesus… just before he is betrayed.

It seems that Jesus realizes the circumstances and how events will soon play out.

It is clear in the John narrative that Jesus has been disturbing long-held belief systems with his questions and his teachings.
Though Jesus has remained calm all along, his adversaries have not.

The John gospel does not articulate the “bread and wine” last-supper story like that which we recall during Holy Communion.

Instead, the setting is a meal with his followers just before the start of the festival of Passover, which, by the way in 2008, began last Sunday (actually on what we think of as Saturday evening at sundown) and is brought to a celebrative close at sundown tonight.
(The Seder Meal occurred after sundown last Saturday evening.)
I bring this up because I find some interesting correlations between the traditional week-long Jewish festival of the Passover and today’s gospel reading… I’ll return to this in a few minutes.
Again, the setting of the gospel reading today began as a seemingly serene meal-of-fellowship involving Jesus and his followers.
We hear the story that we retell in our Maundy Thursday worship service in Holy Week… the story of Jesus washing his disciples’ feet… and giving them a new commandment… a mandate for life.

Do you remember what that mandate is (the word “mandate” is the basis of the word “Maundy” in Maundy Thursday)?
So what’s the new mandate?

We hear Jesus state: “I give you a new commandment… that you love one another.”
Well, that sounds easy enough, doesn’t it?

I mean, we know how to love… no problem.

I hear that from any couple that comes to me to request a marriage ceremony… “We love each other, so very much… like nobody ever has been able to love before.”
Well… maybe.

New love and highly emotional love might be a bit like the stuff sung by the Beatles as they explode “onto the scene” over 40 years ago with their love-songs: “She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah… with a love like that you know you should be glad.”

Well… maybe Jesus IS talking about love that is deeper than the romantic stuff of heart-throbs.
We hear further explanation…
“Just as I have loved you,” Jesus says, “YOU should also love one another.  
“By THIS everyone will know you are my disciples (followers, disciplined ones in terms of maturity and defined self) if you have love for one another.”
THAT sounds harder… THAT sounds even kind of scary when one considers the perspective of the gospel writer who is writing many decades after the actual time of Jesus… the early church knows how Jesus loved and how it cost him.

Can I live out such expectation as seen within the life of Jesus?
Can the people of the church manage to bring genuine, mature, self-defined love into their relationships in a constant or consistent basis?

This mandate interestingly follows immediately after we hear of Jesus being “troubled… in spirit” when he declares one of his own beloved disciples is going to soon betray him.

He is “troubled”… he gives the mandate to love… and then proceeds – right after experiencing his own inner troubling – to encourage the disciples to NOT let their hearts be troubled.

Right… easy to say, but hard to do… lots of things are that way.
I read these words last Sunday… the first part of John chapter 14…
“1Let not your hearts be troubled.  Believe in God, believe also in me.  
“2In my Father's house there are many dwelling places. 
If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?  
3And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.”
I read these words last Sunday and during a funeral the week before.

I read these words this past week to a family gathered around a dying loved one.

I’ll likely read them again in the next couple of days as I conduct two funerals.

It is in these kinds of strong, powerful circumstances – the circumstances which can produce in us the most intense dread and fear – that we are comforted as we hear primary words of assurance by Jesus… 
“In my father’s house… I prepare a place for you…”

The assuring words also connect, I think, with the mandate that produces the greatest human freedom and capacity to create significantly powerful community… the simple and seemingly impossible command… “love one another.”
This morning’s gospel reading continues the thoughts begun last Sunday… 
“If you love me, you will keep my commandments…”
Then, as we just heard a few moments ago, Jesus begins to describe his sense of community and the closeness empowered by genuine love.

He describes his relationship with the Father… and with the Advocate… the “Spirit of Truth.”

This is about as close as the New Testament comes in describing the concept of “Trinity”: Father, Son, Spirit.

There is a profound close connection between the three “parts” of this set of relationships.

We Christians spend much of our theological time and effort trying to come to terms with this unique confession of faith: Father, Son, Spirit.

BUT… today’s gospel reading does not stop with this three-way relationship.

One theologian I read last week makes a case for what she calls the “Quattrinity”… the “four-in-one”.

How’s that for a thought?

By this unique expression, “Quattrinity, (she asserts that) in this reading from John, chapter 14, Jesus insists that the intimate relationship that exists between himself, Father and the Spirit ALSO includes believers.”

“The believer does not stand close by just admiring the majesty of the Trinity; rather, he/she is an equal part of it.”

Now THIS is really a really challenging, almost scary thought.

But it is what we hear in the words of John’s gospel… words like: abide, love, being “in”, “one-ness”.

The believers, from whom emerges this text known as the Gospel According to John, don’t think so much about “imitating” Jesus as they do about “participating in him wholly”… and participating in this God-person system along with others… with ALL human beings!
As a pinnacle of this biblical story described so far, we hear Jesus say in the verses immediately following today’s gospel text, 
“Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them.”

This close relationship is a profound theological profession of faith.

This intimacy of God’s people with one another, and mutually with God, produces profound freedom for life and wholeness, too often missed by the ways we live together in the world… and in the church, the very PLACE of community for Christ-believing people.

But we remind ourselves again and again about the mandate to love… to live freely lavishing this love upon one another in balance with caring for self… and in close present-connection with the abiding presence and love of God experienced in Jesus and witnessed to by the Spirit.

Back to the conclusion of the Jewish Passover which happens today…

In a brief explanation of the Passover, this last day is described like this:

“On this final day of Passover we strive for the highest level of freedom, and focus on the Final Redemption. 

“Following custom, we end Passover with Moshiach’s Feast — a festive meal complete with matzah and four cups of wine, during which we celebrate the imminent arrival of the Messiah.
“The feast (a “second Seder”) begins before sunset and continues until after nightfall.”

What caught me in this explanation, besides the four cups of wine, is an idea that I think connects profoundly with the mandate from our Messiah, Jesus.

On the final day of Passover, God’s people “strive for the highest level of freedom and focus on the final redemption” brought by the Messiah.

In our journey in life with the one we claim as our Messiah, we also strive for the highest level of freedom, and it is best expressed and made manifest in the mandate of Jesus to “love one another.”
In that love for one another, we are drawn toward a community that includes the very presence of God: Father, Son, Spirit… and one another.

And it is this community of faith that proclaims most clearly and fully our final, lasting redemption.

And so… as is stated by Jesus at the conclusion of this last-supper scene of John 14, “Peace I leave with you.”
Peace is the word “Shalom”, a Jewish word for wholeness, completion, fullness, well-being, community.

Jesus thus says to you and me, 
“MY peace I give to you… do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.”
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