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“Little children, keep yourselves from idols.”  It’s a no if’s, and’s or but’s imperative, this last sentence of a letter which became the biblical book we know as I John.  “Little children, keep yourselves from idols.”

Early last week I found myself wondering about why the author chose that sentence as an ending for this letter.  So, on Wednesday I took my wondering to the Bible study group, and we did a lot of wondering together, and a lot of wandering, too.  It was a wondering, wandering adventure, as our Wednesday group meetings always are.  If you have some wonderings about the Bible, and if you’d like to spend some time as an adventurer wandering through the Bible with some fellow wonderers, come join us in the church parlor Wednesdays at 5:30.


At any rate, last Wednesday we wondered about and wandered around that last sentence, “Little children, keep yourselves from idols.”  It’s a sentence which jumps out, not solely because it’s so stark and terse, but because it doesn’t seem to belong with the rest of the book; nowhere else in the book are idols mentioned.  In fact, the rest of this letter to an early Christian community is about something far removed from idols and idolatry.

In the opening paragraphs the author states what the letter is going to be about.  It’s going to be about life, life as fellowship, life as joyful fellowship, life as a fellowship of love, Christian life as light and joy in a fellowship of love with God and each other.  This life of light shining, this life of joy dancing, this life of wonderful fellowship, it is, says the author of I John, a life filled to the brim and overflowing with divine love, God our parent so compassionate toward us human children, understanding our human frailty and forgiving our every sin to go on and on and on loving us lavishly.  This life of light shining, of joy dancing, of heaven-on-earth fellowship, it is a gift, says the author of I John, the gift of God who is love, who loves us and wants us to know we’re loved, and who therefore sent Jesus to show us, to embody this amazing truth so we could see it with our own eyes.  Watching Jesus, we could see God loving us human children.  And, says the author of I John, watching Jesus, we could see how to live in the gift of God’s love, how to live the life we were created to live, we so moved by the wonder of being loved by God that our hearts open up, as they were designed to open up, to love our brothers and sisters in this oh so satisfying and oh so stabilizing fellowship which the sharing of love creates, this fellowship which God who is love has created for us creatures to enjoy.


Real, authentic, joyful, light-filled living:  it’s all about love and loving, says the author of I John, God loving us, we loving God, we opening up to love all our sisters and brothers, all of us living together in the fellowship of love.  Love, the word “love,” the author of I John uses it over and over and over again all through the letter.  Almost every paragraph contains the word “love,” and even when the word isn’t explicitly used, it’s there implicitly, the whole letter describing what love looks like and what love doesn’t look like, namely, hatred, hatred the enemy of love, hatred that which destroys fellowship.


Life full of light shining, full of joy dancing, this life we were created to live, it’s all about love and loving, says the author of I John.  The whole letter is about living in the fellowship of love.  And so. we would expect the last sentence of the letter to be a ringing, singing proclamation about love, a sort of ending exclamation point to reiterate what the author has been saying, an appropriate last sentence to be, Little children, love one another, for God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.  But instead, there’s this jarring last sentence, left hanging there for us to wonder about and wander around.  “Little children, keep yourselves from idols.”

What are we contemporary Christians to make of that last sentence, juxtaposed as it is with the rest of the letter?  Well, clearly it isn’t a statement which we 21st Century Christians can grasp if we’re locked into biblical literalism, the word “idol” referring only to sculpted deities.  Maybe the culture around our Christian ancestors still fashioned idols, and maybe these early Christians were still being lured to forms of worship which included veneration of sculpted divinities, gods of this and that, false gods who didn’t command love as the way to live.  But we modern day Christians aren’t tempted to bow down before humanly crafted objects, to venerate icons and statuettes as if they were divine and had divine power to rule our lives.  We can’t take this last sentence of the letter literally.


But, as you well know, we can grasp the gist of this last sentence by understanding the word “idol” as a metaphor for all those things, material and immaterial, which we don’t mean to worship, but which we sometimes do, all those things which can exert enormous power in our living, can as if name us and claim us and drive our living, all those things which can turn our living into a sort of idol-worshiping liturgy.


But then, we know that.  We’ve been taught for 2000 years, and we’ve learned the hard way, too, from personal experience that things like money, possessions, popularity, status, certain ideologies, even certain personal relationships can become idols and oh such controlling idols, which can usurp our identity as God’s children and subvert our moral character.

We know that we need to avoid idols; idolatry, we know, doesn’t belong in the fellowship of love.  But living in the fellowship of love, for us it isn’t only about avoiding idols and idolatry, is it?  Our daily reality, it does contain the wooing of potential idols but also, in the hurly-burly chaos and spiritual confusion of a world which isn’t always very loving, most of what we have to contend with is other stuff – puzzles and problems piled on our plates, decisions, disagreements, bills, health concerns, time constraints, computer viruses, along with a lot of other stuff which is good stuff, but which also takes time and thought and energy.  We have to contend with a lot of stuff these days, have to somehow juggle a lot of balls and balance a lot of apple carts, and, yes, the lure to idolatry is there, but as only one of many things we have to attend to,


So, last Wednesday I asked the Bible study group this question:  if the author of I John were writing to us about the fellowship of love, what might the last sentence be, about living the life of fellowship these days?  Well, we wondered and wandered around that question for a while, till the group came pretty much to a consensual answer.  They said that the final sentence of a letter to us might be, “Little children, keep yourselves from getting distracted.”  And I think they were right on target, don’t you?


Yes, we know what idols are, and we know which idols lure us personally.  We know to be on guard and are usually pretty vigilant.  But the reality we face, it isn’t just about idols; our reality contains other stuff that isn’t necessarily bad but which distracts us, and we aren’t always as vigilant regarding distractions.  We get distracted, and distracted, we lose focus.  We don’t mean to get distracted; we don’t mean to lose focus; we don’t want to lose focus on God and each other in the fellowship of love.

But it happens, doesn’t it?  Midst all the noise and complexity in our lives, we get distracted, lose focus and then we find ourselves thinking thoughts, saying words, doing deeds which don’t belong in a fellowship of love, thoughts, words and deeds which don’t belong in the living of Christians.


This ancient letter about love and loving, it remains ever so timely, doesn’t it?  And the last sentence, it does belong in a letter about love’s fellowship.  It’s a reminder, indeed a warning, that the fellowship of love can become a tattered parody of what it was meant to be if we give into the lure of idols, but also, if we allow ourselves to get distracted from maintaining the fellowship, if we allow ourselves to get distracted from abiding in love.  So, the author of I John might write to us, Little children, keep yourselves from idols and from distractions; remain focused in the commandment to love, in the life you were created to live; remain focused in the light and joy of love’s fellowship, for “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.”
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