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“In Deed and Truth”

I John 3:11-4:6

     Happy Mother’s Day!  In observance of this day, I have been reflecting on what mothers do and the nature of being a mother.  As I was hanging up the hand towel in the bathroom for the 20th time this week, it struck me that a huge and critical part of being a mother is repetition.  

    Daily, weekly, yearly, we do the same tasks, say the same things, create habits and patterns so that our children know our lines by heart.  You do and say these things not necessarily because you want to, often you would rather not, but because they are a key part of creating a place of nurture and stability for children of all ages to grow and thrive.  

    You do them because part of being mothered is the need to be reminded over and over until we get it.  Even when we are the mother, we still have that need.  Because as people, human beings, we tend to be forgetful:  “Mom, where are my shoes?”  We tend to be a little lazy or stubborn:  “I know Mom.”    We tend to ignore those who care the most about our well being.  We need to hear these life lessons over and over again.  

     This got me thinking about the things I say over and over.  They are things my mother said to me, and chances are your mother said to you:  “Eat your vegetables.  Did you brush your teeth?  Is your homework done?  Be careful.  Stop bickering.  I love you.”

     I found another list online that reminded me of a few more:  “Go play outside, it’s a beautiful day.  How many times do I have to tell you?  I would never have talked to my mother like that.  Don’t run with a lollipop in your mouth.”  

     Repetition is how children learn.  And that’s a mother’s job, to help children learn, grow, and thrive.      
     No matter what age we are, we are all like this to some extent.  We need to hear things over and over.  

     John knew this was true about all of us as children of God.  He knew we don’t’ hear it once and then get it perfectly.  Wouldn’t that be nice?  Instead, even when we know, we forget or we don’t’ apply what we know to real life situations.  So over and over in his writings and throughout his life, he repeats two themes:  believe in Jesus Christ as God’s Son your Savior, and love each other as he has loved you.

     Jerome, the famous historian, tells this story about John.   “When the venerable John could no longer walk to the meetings of the church but was borne by his disciples, he always uttered the same address to the church; he reminded them of that one commandment which he had received from Christ himself, as comprising all the rest, and forming the distinction of the new covenant. ‘My little children, “Love one another.”’ When the brethren, wearied of hearing the same thing so often, asked why he repeated the same thing, he replied, ‘Because it is the commandment of the Lord, and if this one thing be attained, it is enough.” 
     We need to be reminded of these basic, foundational instructions throughout our lives so that they really sink in and so that we can apply and live into what we believe in each stage and situation of our lives.  

     We need to be nagged a little bit.  I felt a little bit better about my parenting a few weeks ago when I came across an article that said that research has shown that daughters of nagging mothers do better in life.  We’ll see.

     Thinking about John’s focus on believing in and loving like Jesus and the need we have for simple, regular reminders made me think of John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement.  He was good at reminding and nagging.  He had a very methodical structure and questions to help with this.  
     The most basic of his thought has been called the “Three Simple Rules.”  Reuben Job wrote a beautiful little book about them a few years ago.  

     These three simple rules line up very well with today’s scripture reading from I John.  

1.  Do no harm.

2. Do good.

3. Stay in love with God.

     So let’s think about these little rules in relationship to what John says.

     First, before anything else, do no harm.  As a mother leaves her children, she might say the same thing—“and please don’t kill each other.”  

     Especially on Mother’s Day, we think of how it must have broken Eve’s heart to have one child kill the other.  In that act, she really has lost two children.  

     And we think of God’s heart that is broken as well when our hearts are filled with anger, hatred, jealousy, the refusal to forgive, the insistence on getting back at our brother or sister in our human family by hurting them with our words, our actions, our selfishness.  

     John says that when we do harm, we are like Cain, living with hatred in our hearts.  This hatred leads to death.  For Cain, it led not only to his brother’s physical death, but his spiritual death.  

     John says when we believe in Jesus as our Savior, we move from this place of death to life.  We are changed and the Spirit helps us and heals us of the hatred and anger and desire to destroy others and ourselves.  

     The heart of how and why this change happens it that through believing in Jesus, we realize how deeply, how purely, how unconditionally we are loved.  We are loved so much that Jesus would give himself to extreme pain and suffering, he would face death and hell for us.  Even while we were hurting him and rejecting him with our sin, he gave himself up for us so that we could be free, so that we could live.

     It not only stops us from the desire to harm others, but it also fills us with such love that we want to love others.  And to love them not just in theory, not just from a distance, but and I John says, “in deed and truth.”  Or as Wesley says, by “Doing good.”

     John reminds us that it is easier to say we are kind, good, and loving people.  It is another thing to live that out.  The proof comes when we are faced with a neighbor in need.  The proof comes when we have the choice to include and welcome or exclude and judge.  The proof comes when we have the choice to say harsh words or offer words of truth, encouragement and grace.  Wesley says that “love of others is the evidence that our faith is no delusion.”

     Brian Peterson puts it this way, “Either way, to give one’s life in this way, in imitation of Jesus’ own love, is more than simply a result of believing; it is the concrete shape that belief takes in the world, and the presence of such giving is a sign that God’s love is present and active.”

     Our love, our willingness to do good, to sacrifice for others in the way Jesus was willing to sacrifice himself for us, is proof of our faith and a testimony to the power of God’s love.
     Wesley’s third rule is “Stay in love with God.”  God’s love for us and our love of God is the key to everything.  But we forget so easily.  We, like we often do to our mothers, get to comfortable, so complacent, with those who love us so completely, that we tend to ignore them and look for something edgier, new, and exciting.  But it is always there as our sure foundation.  And so we return that love and work to grow in that love.  We work to trust and treasure that grace and love over the words and the values of the world.  

     John Wesley said, “1.  Do no harm.  2.  Do good.  3.  Stay in love with God.”

     The apostle John said, “Believe in the name of Jesus Christ and love one another as he commanded us.”  

     Thanks be to God for those who are willing to repeat the same words and actions over and over so that we might grow and thrive  and choose to live in faith, hope, and love.    
